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“My entire people are a homeland resisting,” reads the projection on 
the facade of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York City. 
We offer this reader as a form of direct action. Unmediated by MoMA, 
it embodies the collective labor of thinking, organizing, writing, and 
artmaking by numerous groups and individuals who have found one 
another through the shared recognition for the need to collectively 
exit from the terms and conditions of MoMA. We thank all those who 
have generously shared their time, resources, wisdom, knowledge, 
skills, and imagination in building out this initiative in person and on-
line, from New York, to Palestine, to the Dominican Republic and 
Colombia, to the many other sites of resistance around the globe. In 
this work, the artist organizes and the organizer practices art embed-
ded in struggle as we decenter, dismantle, and abolish structures of 
oppression and domination no matter what they call themselves. We 
especially thank the artists, scholars, students, journalists, community 
organizers, and workers, including MoMA staff who have taken risks, 
relayed their support, and kept in touch as the second phase of Strike 
MoMA continues to unfold. We also thank core community groups 
who participated and helped organize Ten Weeks of Art, Action and 
Conversations, especially Within Our Lifetime: Palestine Will Be Free, 
Dominicans United NYC, Colombianos en NY, Mexicanos Unidos, De-
colonize Ayiti, Rude Mechanical Orchestra, and the Illuminator. With 
love and generosity, we continue to chart the pathways of the Post-Mo-
MA future together. We hope this reader will be a testimonial marker 
of the work, challenges, and successes thus far, as well as a tool to 

be deployed by others with shared politics in the struggle to get free. 

– The Strike MoMA Working Group of 

International Imagination of Anti-national, Anti-imperialist Feelings (IIAAF)

https://instagram.com/wolpalestine?utm_medium=copy_link
https://instagram.com/dominicans_unitednyc?utm_medium=copy_link
https://instagram.com/colombianosenny?utm_medium=copy_link
https://instagram.com/mexicanosxunidos?utm_medium=copy_link
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdJXjow843M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdJXjow843M
https://instagram.com/rudemechanicalorchestra?utm_medium=copy_link
https://instagram.com/the.illuminator?utm_medium=copy_link
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INTRODUCTION 

TIMELINE

PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

16. Collective Statement Signed by 157 artists, curators, and art worker (February 4)

17. MoMA Divest Statement (February 4)

18. Fuck MoMA (February 4)

19. Strike MoMA: Framework and Terms for Struggle (March 23)

44. Artists for Post-MoMa Future Working Group (March 23)

46. Curators and Educators for Decolonization Working Group (March 23)

48. To the Workers of MoMA  (distributed at MoMA on March 25, made public May 1)

50. Remarks by Dylan Rodriguez at P.S.1 “Abolitionist Imaginaries” symposium (March 26)

52. Introduction to Writing for Post-MoMA Futures, Part I (April 9)
  
54. Art of Maiming: A Research Working Group (April 9)

56. Decolonize Ayiti Working Group (April 9) 

58. Pop-Up De-Occupation Framework (April 9)

62. David Rockefeller Director Glen Lowry Email to Staff  (April 14) 

63. Notice of Intentions and Expectation for the Ruins of Modernity Tour (April 23)

64. Statement on Replacement of Black With Kravis as Chair of the MoMA Board (April 28)  

66. Ruins of Modernity Tour (April 30) 

74. Initial Statement on MoMA’s Counterinsurgency Tactics (May 1) 

75. Glen Lowry, “Letter to Staff” (May 3)

76. Note to Workers About Lowry’s Lies (May 5)

78. Glen Lowry: Gaslighter-in-Chief (May 7) 

79. Thank You card to workers (distributed at MoMA May 18) 

80. Strike MoMA/Free Palestine: A Call to Action  (May 21)

84. Open Letter From Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill (June 9)

85. Artists for Post-MoMa Futures, “Nominate MoMA a World Heritage Site” (June 9)

86. Zone of Operations: Interconnected Struggles (and Chants) (June 11)

90. Wall of Memes / IG Communiques + Statements (April - Sept) 

ENGAGEMENTS

100. Jasbir K. Puar and Andrew Ross, “Decolonizing Museums”

102.  Billy Anania, “Bringing Abolition to the Museum: An Interview with Shellyne Rodriguez” 

108. Marz Saffore, “Dancing in the Rubble: How Strike MoMA Began” 

110. Vijay Masharani, “Lightning Strikes: On Strike MoMA’s Ruins of Modernity Tour” 

112. Decolonize Aiyti: Action Report 

116. Abou Farman, “The Museum of Modern Artigarchy” 

120. Andrew Ross, “Growing Up on 53rd Street: MoMA, Midtown, Modernity” 

122. Reinhold Martin, “The Case Against Phillip Johnson” 

124. Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, Abolish MoMA: The Case of Palestine

132. Mikinaak Migwans, “Thoughts on the Indigenous Struggle in the Art Museum, As Seen From 
the Struggle in the Ethnographic Museum” 

136. Macarena Gómez-Barris, “MoMA, Cisneros, and Beyond: Artwashing and 
Extractivism in the Américas”

140. Sandy Plácido, “Blood on Their Hands: Barrick Gold, Gistavo and Patricia Cisneros, and Net-
works of Imperialist Extraction in the Dominican Republic”

144. Kency Cornejo, “Megawealth and Its Entanglement with Art and Colonial Aesthetics” 

150. Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “Notes on Modernity and Extractivism in Dialogue with 
Strike MoMA”

152. Strike MoMa Archival Research Unit, “The Extraction Behind the Abtraction: 
A Cisneros Family Photo-File”

156. TJ Demos, “MoMa as/and Fossil Capital”  

158. Ashley Dawson, “Growing Movement Pushes Museums to Cut Ties With 
Colonialism and Apartheid” 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZRe4unTqR319ByCISJ0I5f_pS6GRsyJTcO7gy0PFhEc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1euXb7epRBNmULKYO9UsfTCf3lojN_kNnGGGqBZ9iqfw/edit#
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1RvPJ94cX9RpM-RFR6jPC43aCubFd82sMJk32AYBbxzw/edit
https://www.instagram.com/p/CK6qbRBgOtY/?igshid=1i1bwq9pu3bs5&hl=en
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1KceP2jWP3YjyEzQT9KQlBNCwUaKuvoC-O2HhiwxXJsk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Vj095dwSP5FizABHqDmFMdbk_RKf8k7l/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1CrO6p_MINZQPSXsZLLcvEIpFx7T8_7lb/edit
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/60920561fb0f9e2b984619d4/1620182369916/Workers+%281%29.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1q3YNhwmCO0VKAV6fa9wLougb8IKiwBs68K7McGMYKjk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1x4tMHMF6fNS8rHhRwYyXO_a3VpzQ8Q1k/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1RqsSbUwOZyna-KVR_1-dFZgRG0DxhYiB3LkK4TBZL8o/edit
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/60708540d781b900aa0ab9da/1617986881205/Statement+of+Intent+1.jpg
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1VgGGjdD5RU3oaE7f4mMiybMHeAjNpZnHe2PffFGlZ7k/edit
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/608305db6716ca1966a8a7d7/1619199451522/Letter+Lowry.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wbwKpCwawIFdaCV8iKTlzRAjhXxQ4ldlh7-QcqPY9C8/edit
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/608ea8a2e16b36577f2b0433/1619962022323/Ruins+of+Modernity+Tour.jpeg
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tsrHe6zxf-LAeCz2YL7FZeugkAiD2XtCSDT69_Na7tY/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18T6JTaPt7T3-m1iTojGyZ8y5ILlpP1VN/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1jsPM7-Zl04JGI919VVlfZHzEGzsBm_qivFDvSJZup_I/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1QeGxxEwyAEpYAK4SHimKkFGKHNX5cve59Q1zUltADOc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1iMvjLMGJXPwQzjLTcdhI01JabzI171aK/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cTbZr0Mvq44fHXoA1avAdnEkHwLc90I3/edit?rtpof=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pB9A4QOTL2mu3920MQCliZ7UBN8eTCyyTPEy6Y6HpJw/edit
https://www.strikemoma.org/week-10
https://www.strikemoma.org/week-10
https://www.strikemoma.org/week-10
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OAjrpbjHrP5PnZCQgZasorXefW_r7xcO2IKFoZzEtsA/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/16HQ8dZFQ8Fr9oknTZP9iD7d-fsts2hl-/edit
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160. Andreas Petrossiants and Jose Rosales, “Is the Museum Obsolete?”

162. Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, “The University: Last Words”

176. Free Cuny/Rank and File Action, “Cops Out of CUNY!”

180. Harry Burke, “MoMA Hesitant”

182. Brynn Hatton, “Midtown is Always Cold”

184. Strike MoMA Archival Research Unit, “Some Notes on John
Szarkowski and the Wok of Art in Age of Settler-Colonization”

186. Andrew Weiner, “White Walls, Dirty Wars: MoMA and Counterinsurgency”

CONVERSATIONS

204. Conversation One: Ariella Azoulay, Nitasha Dhillon, Dalaeja Foreman,
Shelleyne Rodriguez (April 29)

205. Conversation Two: Nora Akawi, Amin Husain, Yazan Khalili, Andrew Ross,
Eyal Weizman (May 20)

206. Conversation Three: *Conversation: Sandy Grande, Fred Moten, Stefano Harney,
Dylan Rodriguez, Jasbir Puar* (May 27)

207. Conversation Four: Kency Cornejo, Saudi Garcia, Macarena Gómez-Barris,
Nelson Maldonado-Torres, MónicaRamón Rios (June 3)

APPENDIX I 
209. Globalize the Intifada

APPENDIX II
244. Comandante Scream Communiques #1-5 (first, April 9; last, June 11)

Two important editorial notes: (1) Images that appear here are part of movement-generated media 
and movement commons. Images throughout this reader are shared with care and gratitude and are 
not reproduced for sale or profit, and (2) as part of generating this reader, contributions and content 
were not themselves edited (beyond some copy-editing) but rather content was invited by friends and 
thinkers to deepen, broaden, and enrich our collective thinking and direct action.

INTRODUCTION

This reader is an offering from the Strike 
MoMA Working Group of the International 
Imagination of Anti-National, Anti-Imperialist 
Feelings (IIAAF). We intend this reader to be 
an instrument of organizing and a form of 
direct action in furtherance of the ongoing 
strike against the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA). It is part of a relational and material 
infrastructure that has been nurtured over 
the course of the strike. What you will find in 
these pages reflects an extended movement 
conversation that advances the case for 
abolishing MoMA while at the same time 
accelerating the process of collective exit 
from the terms and conditions of the museum. 
This reader is an intellectual assemblage, 
a gathering of voices that meet and speak 
to each other, with the goal of moving 
forward without assuming unanimity. We 
present it  as a medium of counter-institutional 
memory, intergenerational learning, and 
movement pedagogy, a tactical study-guide 
for understanding how power acts and reacts 
in the face of heightening contradictions and 
sharpening antagonisms. We have compiled 
it as a living library for post-MoMA futures, 
a collective reading apparatus that decodes 
and overwrites MoMA’s efforts to distort, 
repress, forget, co-opt, and foreclose. As a 
manifestation of post-MoMA futures in the here 
and now, it provides frames and directions for 
the extension of Strike MoMA Phase II as we 
move into the next calendar year. 

The reader has six components. First is a 
date-by-date timeline of Strike MoMA Phase 
I as it unfolded last spring. The driving 
structure of this phase was the Ten Weeks 
of Art, Conversation, and Action (April 
9-June 11), anchored in a weekly pop-
up de-occupation of the privately owned
public space across the street from MoMA
(dubbed Post-MoMA Plaza), as well as a

parallel weekly assembly online. Second is 
a dossier of primary documents generated 
during Phase I, including direct public 
responses to the counterinsurgency tactics of 
the MoMA administration. Third is a wide-
ranging constellation of texts and images 
from friends and comrades (several of whom 
have worked at or with MoMA in some 
capacity) engaging with the Strike MoMA 
framework, including a core cluster of texts 
that shed light on the empire of hemispheric 
extractivism of the Cisneros family and its 
connections to MoMA. Fourth is a sequence 
of movement conversations strategically timed 
to augment, support, and amplify on-the-
ground organizing and actions. Finally, There 
are two appendixes attached. First is the 
organizing manual for Globalize The Intifada, 
an initiative that emerged late last summer 
from the relationships formed during Strike 
MoMA under the banner of “interlocking 
directorate, interconnected struggles.” The 
second appendix is a collection of five 
communiqués originally issued in video form 
over the course of Strike MoMA Phase I by 
Commandante Scream.       

When read together, these materials 
offer an abundance of entry points, and 
a kaleidoscopic refraction of the ideas, 
experiences, and histories of struggle that 
converged in the process of developing 
Strike MoMA as a movement apparatus. 
Though focused on MoMA as a primary case 
study and target, this reader situates MoMA 
within an expanding field of institutional 
crisis and conflict encompassing not only 
museums but also the university. The long-
term contradictions, harms, and failures of 
settler institutions have been more and more 
apparent--thanks in large part to the decolonial 
and abolitionist formations that have emerged 
in the past decade from the crucible-events 
of Ferguson, Standing Rock, the George 
Floyd Rebellion, the Line 3 struggle, the 
migrant justice/sanctuary movement, and the 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/10D4jvUfpDRqSoMmJi4oTTbrLFU-CNP7uZbyxoAFmVUQ/edit#
https://docs.google.com/document/d/173d2NusKHxF_bZNpLX9PAsuyjnuJWTyVdUwNazjMQv8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/173d2NusKHxF_bZNpLX9PAsuyjnuJWTyVdUwNazjMQv8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/173d2NusKHxF_bZNpLX9PAsuyjnuJWTyVdUwNazjMQv8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOBc8tQb28gk0VDOr-EAwqfVw6-TsIKW9Ky6RWE85cI/edit
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Palestinian intifada, to name a few. Liberals 
in the arts and education are seeking to 
salvage and redeem these failing institutions 
through reforms to institutional governance 
that leave the fundamental structures of 
racial capitalism and oligarchic mega-wealth 
untouched. They combine classical appeals to 
the public sphere with a managerial discourse 
of diversity, equity, and inclusion that remains 
squarely within the framework of the non-
profit industrial complex and its techniques of 
soft counterinsurgency. 

Over the course of the Ten Weeks, 
counterinsurgency took many forms. We 
learned that when MoMA loses control, the 
familiar mechanisms of repressive tolerance 
reveal their flip side in aggression, fortification, 
and policing. Doors locked. People harmed. 
People demonized. People banned. People 
lied to. Gaslighting. Propaganda. Psych-ops. 
Attempts at manipulation, fearmongering, 
veiled threats. But cultures of dissent and 
liberation are percolating at lower frequencies, 
the subterranean murmuring of the strike.  
“There isn’t space to talk about anything.” an
anonymous worker told Artnet in late July, 
five weeks after the end of Phase 1. “Our 
staff meetings involve questions that are all 
vetted beforehand.” According to the report, 
“Another staff member estimated that nearly 
half the museum supported the protesters’ 
goals while the other half objected to them. 
But the fact that the museum had initially told 
staffers in a meeting that demonstrators would 
be allowed inside the building, only to lock 
the doors, stoked feelings of distrust among 
the employees who spoke with Artnet. ‘From 
the outset, there was a lot of anxiety from 
senior leadership and trustees that a majority 
of staffers might stage a walkout in solidarity 
with Strike MoMA,’ said one employee. ‘So 
the museum decided to hide behind its security 
officers… putting staff, who are predominantly 
people of color, in harm’s way” when 
protesters arrived at the front doors.’”

Such worker testimonies break the silence 
mandated from above, subvert the supposed 
common interest of workers and the 
administration invoked by museum leadership, 
and evidence potential cross-class solidarities 
between otherwise segmented parts of the 
staff, creating space for something else to 
emerge, something controlled by workers, 
artists, and communities rather than oligarchs 
like Leon Black. We continue to offer our 
solidarity with all forms of workplace 
subversion, testimonial communications, and 
direct action by MoMA workers against their 
hamfisted bosses.         

Meanwhile, as methods of banning, 
silencing, and intimidating are used against 
organizers and workers, members of the 
academic intelligentsia are being recruited to 
provide an armature of scholarly legitimacy 
for the faltering institution, propping up 
a monument to imperial modernity that is 
crumbling at its foundations. The divestment 
of our collective intellects from MoMA is a 
crucial component of the ongoing strike. The 
top brass at MoMA and other institutions 
recognize this, and it is for this reason that 
the incorporation of knowledge has been 
a central part of their efforts to neutralize 
the waves of resistance that have shaken 
the artworld system in recent years. This is 
exemplified by the recent announcement 
that MoMA and the Ford Foundation will be 
partnering to launch (in September 2022)  a 
new Scholars in Residence Program that will 
“support scholars whose work deals with 
historically underrepresented artists, moments, 
movements, and geographies, or offers new 
perspectives on art-historical topics.” As Dylan 
Rodriguez (a former Ford Fellow) reminds 
us, the Ford Foundation has been a central 
actor in counter-insurgency efforts since the 
rebellions of the 1960s. 

Looming  large over efforts to rewire 
MoMA’s scholarly apparatus is the question 

of “decolonization.” This is a term which 
has been increasingly assimilated into the 
academic-curatorial complex linking MoMA 
with high-knowledge hubs like Columbia, Yale, 
and Princeton. Writing in the aftermath of the 
campaign to remove Warren Kanders from 
the Whitney in 2019, a prominent member of 
the arts intelligentsia asked “what would it be 
to truly decolonize MoMA?”  Decolonization 
necessitates abolition. There is no blueprint for 
decolonization, but land, air, and water are 
central to any conversation. How will those 
art-world actors who have shown interest in 
decolonization turn this intellectual interest into 
a lasting material commitment to dismantling 
the racial-capitalist, settler-colonial, and 
imperialist orders of which the art system forms 
a superstructure? What are people willing to 
share? What are they willing to give up?  
Where are they at as conditions worsen with 
climate emergency, patriarchal revanchism, 
Fascism, and impending civil war?

We must not forget that it is the oligarchs 
who own MoMA have played a crucial role 
in bringing us to the current moment. Since 
its origins with the Rockefellers to the present 
day, MoMA has always attempted to mediate 
and manage the contradictions of liberal 
imperialism, often dovetailing with fascism 
in the process. It has made space for radical 
ideals on the walls of the museum even as the 
those who control it do their best to combat 
those legacies and ideas in the real world. 
When it comes to current board members, 
think of people like Ronald Lauder, who for 
decades has aided and abetted the ascendant 
Christian right in order to solidify support for 
Israeli settler-colonialism; former Trump advisor 
Larry Fink, whose Blackrock hedge fund owns 
4% of the Enbridge Pipeline cutting through 
Ojibwe lands in Minnesota, and which recently 
invested 15 billion dollars in the Saudi oil 
company Aramco; or Leon Black’s successor 
as board chair, Jean-Marie Kravis, a co-
director of the right wing Hudson Institute that 
hosted Donald Trump for a televised address 

on the eve of the 2020 elections, and which 
had bestowed awards on Newt Gingrich, 
Mario Rubio and other attack dogs of the 
right. Their crimes  are highlighted throughout 
this reader, but we highlight them here as 
a reminder that MoMA is an instrument of 
ruling class power, and that no amount of 
governance reforms, archival initiatives, idea 
labs, or curatorial rethinks can make this fact 
go away. Finally, let us not forget the crimes 
of the figure who triggered his latest wave 
of agitation around MoMA: Leon Black. 
After quietly stepping down as chairman as 
Strike MoMA began to escalate, Leon Black 
remains on the board of MoMA, and his name 
remains displayed on the walls of MoMA as 
a valued member of the donor community 
despite two new accusations against him in just 
the past few months. Thats the kind of place 
that MoMA is at its core, and it reminds us 
why there is a collective exit happening from 
MoMA and places like it. 

The museum and the university continue to 
be sites of intensifying struggle. But these 
struggles are increasingly porous with 
educational, artistic, and organizing activities 
occurring outside formal institutions in the 
streets and in autonomous movement spaces. 
Think of decolonial schools for all ages, media 
labs and garden beds, carpentry classes 
and community energy systems, art-history 
classes and poetry workshops, film screenings 
and self-defense trainings, no-cop zones and 
sanctuary spaces, all disarticulated from 
the time of the commodity, of work, and 
of professional specialization. These are 
forms of life that are already practiced as a 
matter of resistance and survival around the 
world. But physical spaces provide them with 
localized base camps and hubs of power 
where the uprisings of the future can blossom 
forth in a thousand ways, cultivating a 
politics of life, land, and liberation amongst 
the ruins of empire.

https://www.thenation.com/article/culture/culture-strike-laura-raicovich/
https://www.thenation.com/article/culture/culture-strike-laura-raicovich/
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/moma-survived-ten-weeks-protest-strike-moma-1990049
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/moma-survived-ten-weeks-protest-strike-moma-1990049
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/ford-foundation-moma-scholars-in-residence-1234613269/
https://abolitionjournal.org/nuance-as-carceral-worldmaking-a-response-to-darren-walker/
https://abolitionjournal.org/nuance-as-carceral-worldmaking-a-response-to-darren-walker/
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v41/n21/hal-foster/change-at-moma
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v41/n21/hal-foster/change-at-moma
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v41/n21/hal-foster/change-at-moma
https://monoskop.org/images/7/77/Copeland_Foster_Joselit_Lee_et_al_2020_A_Questionnaire_on_Decolonization.pdf
https://monoskop.org/images/7/77/Copeland_Foster_Joselit_Lee_et_al_2020_A_Questionnaire_on_Decolonization.pdf
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PHASE I

March 23: The International 
Imagination of Anti-National, 
Anti-Imperialist Feelings 
(IIAAF) releases Strike MoMA: 
Framework and Terms for 
Struggle at strikemoma.org, 
and announces “Ten Weeks of 
Art, Conversation, and Action” 
targeting MoMA, set to begin 
on April 9. The document also 
announces the formation of 
two working groups: Artists 
for a Post-MoMA Future and 
Curators and Educators for 
Decolonization.

March 25: Organizers 
distribute “To the Workers of 
MoMA” letter to workers at 
the museum.

March 26: According to the 
New York Times, Leon Black 
“tells colleagues” that he will 
not in fact stand for re-election 
in June as the chairman of the 
MoMA board. MoMA itself 
does not issue a statement.

April 2: re/Orientation to 10 
Weeks - General

April 4, re/Orientations/
Training for the 10 Weeks - 
BIPOC, NYC, International

WEEK ONE

Friday, April 9: Week 
One of Ten Weeks of Art, 
Conversation, and Action, 
comprising the first in-person 
pop-up de-occupation at 
what is marked with a 
banner as Post-MoMA Plaza, 
directly across 53rd street 
from MoMA in a Privately 
Owned Public Space. The 
de-occupation is inaugurated 
with a performance by War 
Dance Collective. The first of 
ten parallel online assemblies, 
facilitated by Curators and 
Educators for Decolonization 
and Artists for a Post-MoMa 
Future is held on this day 
as well for people outside 
of New York or otherwise 
unable to attend in person. 
The online assembly begins 
with the first communique by 
Comandante Scream. 

April 14: MoMA staff 
members leak an internal 
email in which David 
Rockefeller Director Glenn 
Lowery mischaracterizes 
actions. “Do we have a lot 
more work to do? For sure. 
Can we be an even better 
institution? For sure. Is the 
protesters’ call to destroy 
MoMA the solution? I don’t 
see that helping anyone.” 
(See Primary Documents)

WEEK 2

Friday, April 16: Assembly 
in person and online. Jive 
Poetic of Insurgent Poets 
Society announces at Post-
MoMA Plaza that he has 
withdrawn his participation 
in the MoMA-organized 
online event “Evening In: 
Nuyorican Poetry Night” 
because the museum asked 
him to disclose the text of 
the poem in advance of the 
reading. Online assembly 
is anchored by remarks 
from Oscar Guardiola-
Rivera of Curators and 
Educators for Decolonization 
and LaTanya Autry of 
#museumsarenotneutral and 
Black Liberation Center. 

WEEK 3

Friday, April 23: Assembly 
in person and online. At Post-
MoMA plaza, organizers 
read out an open letter to 
Lowry responding to his 
characterization of Strike 
MoMA as aiming to “destroy” 
the museum, copies of which 
are also affixed to the facade 
of MoMA. The letter also 
announces The Ruins of 
Modernity Tour for 

April 30: Along with a list of 
projected tour-stops, stating 
its intention to freely enter 
the museum without paying 
the 25 dollar entrance fee, 
and demands that MoMA not 
involve the police. 

April 23: In the Dominican 
Republic, the group Decolonize 
Aiyti stages a solidarity action 
at the Columbus statue in Santo 
Domingo, wrapping it in a 
banner reading “Columbus 
Was a Rapist.” For statement on 
action see related documents 
under “Engagements” below. 

April 27: The New York Times
reports that, according to 
an internal video conference 
supplied to a reporter, Marie-
Josee Kravis, a senior fellow 
at the Hudson Institute, will 
replace Leon Black. No official 
public announcement is made 
by MoMA.

April 29: “Modernity is an 
Imperial Crime” discussion 
is held online with Ariella 
Azoulay, Dalaeja Forman, 
Shellyne Rodriguez, and 
Nitasha Dhillon.

Strike MoMA Timeline Strike MoMA Timeline

January 25: Leon Black’s 
Apollo hedge fund announces, 
in its own words, a “Review 
of Significant Governance 
Enhancements as Part of 
Continued Evolution and 
Institutionalization of the Firm 
and Leadership Transition.” 
Avoiding any mention of 
Black’s deep financial and 
personal ties to Jeffery Epstein 
(for which he, along with 
fellow board member Greg 
Dubin, were subpoenaed in 
2020) the announcement 
explains that Black will be 
stepping down in July from his 
role as CEO, but will remain on 
the board of the company.

January 27: An article 
by Robin Pogrebin for the 
New York Times reports that, 
despite stepping down from 
his leadership role at Apollo, 
it is rumored that Leon Black 
will remain the Chairman 
of the Board of MoMA. 
Decolonize This Place is quoted 
in the article as saying “It 
underscores that what is at 
stake here is not just toxic 
philanthropy, but a toxic system 
of wealth and power that must 
be overhauled.”

February 3: The Guerilla 
Girls announce that they have 
canceled their book deal with 
the art publisher Phaidon, 
which is owned by Leon Black. 
The announcement stems from 
the group’s earlier agitational 
work around Black as well 
as Glen Dubin, who was also 
subpoenaed in the Epstein 
case in 2019. 

February 4: At Hyperallergic, 
Hakim Bishara publishes “Over 
150 Artists Call for Leon Black’s 
Removal From MoMA’s Board 
Over Jeffrey Epstein Financial 
Ties,” containing statements 
from an ad-hoc group of of 
art workers, MoMA Divest, 
and Decolonize This Place, 
whose statement is entitled 
“Fuck MoMA: An Open Call 
to Action” and reads, in part, 
“Board members are not the 
problem. They only make the 
problem visible. MoMA in its 
entirety is the problem. Perhaps 
it’s time to abolish MoMA.”

INCEPTION

This timeline begins in early 
2021, the immediate period 
in which the Strike MoMA 
initiative was launched. 
We want to reiterate the 
acknowledgement made in 
the Strike MoMa document 
of the many histories and 
generations of thinking, 
organizing, and art that 
laid the groundwork for 
activating museums as sites 
of struggle.

The timeline below marks 
a series of dated events as 
a way of distilling things 
into an overall shape and 
trajectory.  Suffice to say 
it is not exhaustive, and 
throughout the period 
marked on the timeline, 
organizing, conversation, 
and artmaking were 
constantly taking place. 
The website Hyperallergic 
produced continuous, in-
depth reporting on the Ten 
Weeks of Action, providing 
granular accounts of many 
of the events noted here. 

It should be noted that since 
the crisis around Leon Black 
came to a head in February 
of 2021, MoMA has never 
issued a single statement 
about Black in response to 
the calls for his removal, 
or indeed the very fact 
that he was forced to step 
down from chairmanship 
after the announcement of 
Strike MoMA (though he 
remains on the board itself). 
Relatedly, neither David 
Rockefeller Director Glen 
Lowry nor any member of 
the museum leadership has 
ever once reached out to 
Strike MoMA organizers 
or stepped across 53rd 
street to learn about the 
initiative or dialogue with 
its participants. To our 
knowledge, the two brief 
statements by MoMA to 
press about Strike MoMA 
attributed physical violence 
to organizers, and confirmed 
that five Strike MoMa 
participants had been
banned from the museum.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/26/arts/design/leon-black-moma-chairman.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-xUw5HOQ9cA&t=508s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-xUw5HOQ9cA&t=508s
https://youtu.be/uCcFWpvE7TE
https://hyperallergic.com/638729/insurgent-poetry-outside-of-moma-during-second-week-of-protests/
https://hyperallergic.com/638729/insurgent-poetry-outside-of-moma-during-second-week-of-protests/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3SZbZqDPE5o&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3SZbZqDPE5o&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3SZbZqDPE5o&feature=emb_logo
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/27/arts/design/leon-black-marie-josee-kravis-moma.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RT4W02en8YA&t=575s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RT4W02en8YA&t=575s
https://www.apollo.com/media/press-releases/2021/01-25-2021-211534651
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/27/arts/design/leon-black-moma-epstein.html
https://www.artforum.com/news/guerrilla-girls-cancel-phaidon-book-contract-over-ties-to-leon-black-84966
https://www.artforum.com/news/guerrilla-girls-cancel-phaidon-book-contract-over-ties-to-leon-black-84966
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/30/arts/moma-blocks-protesters-who-planned-to-demonstrate-inside.html
https://observer.com/2021/05/strike-moma-protests-activists-banned/
https://observer.com/2021/05/strike-moma-protests-activists-banned/
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WEEK 8 

Friday, May 28: Assembly 
in person and online. Under 
the banner of “Interlocking 
Directorate, Interconnected 
Struggles,” organizers from 
the group Colombianos in 
NY hold a teach-in about 
the connections between 
MoMA board members, 
U.S. imperialism, and state 
violence in Latin America 
and occupied Palestine. 
They are joined by Johanna 
Fernandez, who speaks on 
Penn University’s holding of 
MOVE victim remains, and 
the movement to Free Mumia 
Abu-Jamal. Online teach-in 
about connection of struggles 
in Colombia and Palestine, 
with Oscar Guardiola Rivera, 
Kenneth Sebastian Leon, 
Gabriela Cordoba-Vivas.

June 2: Articles on the 
Cisneros and extractivism 
released by Sandy Plácido
and Macarena Gómez-Barris. 
These are reproduced under 
“Engagements” below. 

June 3: IIAAF Presents: A 
Conversation with Kency 
Cornejo, Saudi Garcia, 
Macarena Gómez-Barris, 
Nelson Maldonado-Torres, 
MónicaRamón Ríos, facilitated 
by Shellyne Rodriguez and 
Nitasha Dhillon

WEEK 9

Friday, June 4: Assembly in 
person and online. Under the 
banner Water is More Precious 
than Gold/El Agua es Un 
Tesoro Que Vale Mas que el 
Oro (and accompanied by a 
video of that same title), the 
group Dominicans in NY and 
Strike MoMA blockade MoMA 
entrance with action further 
highlighting the movement 
against Barrick Gold. Online, 
Introducing Taller Electronic 
Marronage, Fugitive Handbook 
by Halle Ashley + Kelsey 
Moore, Artist-in-Residence 
Digital Exhibitions: Stefany 
Bravo and Christina Thomas, 
Bomba Classroom/Community 
Workshops, Yomaira Figueroa.

June 9: Exhibiting artist 
Gabrielle L’Hirondelle Hill 
releases letter withdrawing from 
family programming in solidarity 
with Strike MoMA (see Primary 
Documents)

June 9: Artists for a Post-
MoMA Future announce they 
have submitted an application 
for MoMA to be designated 
a World Heritage Site. (See 
Primary Documents)

WEEK 10

Friday, June 11: Assembly in 
person and online. Post-MoMA 
Plaza barricaded by property 
owner, despite the fact that 
the space is a POPS and is 
legally obliged to remain open 
24 hours a day. Amplifying 
movement framework 
“Interlocking Directorate, 
Interconnected Struggles,” 
final action of the Ten Weeks 
kicks off from MoMA, 
highlighting related sites in 
Midtown, from Rockefeller 
Center to the World Zionist 
Congress to Blackrock, whose 
facade is splattered in red 
paint. Post-march dance party 
in front of MoMA includes 
Illuminator projections onto 
facade of museum. Online, 
remarks from Iraqi artists 
about protests in Iraq + 
facilitated discussion about 
Interlocking Directorate/
Interconnected Struggles + 
Post-MoMa Futures.

AFTER PHASE 1

After the Ten Weeks, the 
work continues, but at a 
different frequency. Amidst 
a resounding silence in the 
press, Artnet reports in late 
July on the reverberations 
of the initiative within 
MoMA, and the continuing 
percolation of dissent and 
division within the institution. 
Meanwhile, relationships 
forged during Phase 1 of 
Strike MoMA feed into the 
city-wide Globalize The 
Intifada initiatives launching 
on July 31 and culminating 
at MoMA on September 17.
Later in September, Leon 
Black is sued by a second 
woman for sexual abuse; 
Black countersues. Black 
remains on the MoMA 
board, still no comment 
about anything related 
to Black from MoMA. In 
mid-December, MoMA and 
Ford Foundation announce 
the launch in September 
2022 of a new Scholars in 
Residence Program that will 
“support scholars whose 
work deals with historically 
underrepresented artists, 
moments, movements, and 
geographies, or offers new 
perspectives on art-historical 
topics.” December 21, The 
Strike MoMA Reader is 
released in collaboration 
with Verso.

WEEK 4

Friday, April 30: Assembly 
in person and online. Ruins 
of Modernity Tour kicks off 
at the Columbus Monument 
at Columbus Circle. Stopping 
at selected sites, the march 
proceeds to entrance of 
MoMA, where people are 
forcibly denied entry. A small 
group of protestors attempts 
to enter through the entrance 
to the Leon Black film wing, 
where they are physically 
shoved back and hit by museum 
security. In digital space, 
Zandisiwe Radebe (Blackhouse 
Kollective, Soweto) leads 
teach-in on ““the relevance 
of the struggle against anti-
Blackness in south Africa today 
as well as the importance of 
a Black Conscious Aesthetic 
in that struggle,” with 
discussion facilitated by Nelson 
Maldonado Torres of The 
Frantz Fanon Foundation and 
CED. Release of “Writing for 
Post-MoMA Futures, Part 1” 
with Verso.

May 1: Staff leaks that Lowry 
has held a staff meeting about 
the events of Friday. Museum 
releases a statement saying 
“The protesters chose not to 
act safely or peacefully. The 
museum will always act to 
protect the health and safety 
of our staff and visitors.” IIAAF 
publically responds to “Lowry’s 
Lies,” calling him in a statement 
three days later “Gaslighter 
in Chief.” (See Primary 
Documents)

WEEK 5

Friday, May 7: Assembly 
in person and online. 
Researchers and organizers 
highlight the Cisneros 
family empire, especially its 
investments in Barrick Gold 
Corporations’ toxic Pueblo 
Viejo mine in the Dominican 
Republic outside of Santo 
Domingo. Sandy Placido of 
Dominicans United NYC leads 
a teach-in on site, while online 
Mike Rawowitz of Artists for 
Post-MoMa Future leads a 
teach-in about the MoMA 
Board of Trustees. 

May 13: Within Our 
Lifetime–United For 
Palestine and the Illuminator 
collaborate on architectural 
projections around NYC in 
solidarity with Palestinian 
resistance to Israeli attacks on 
Sheikh Jarrah and Gaza. 

WEEK 6

Friday, May 14: 300+ 
emergency action is co-
organized with Within Our 
Lifetime-United For Palestine  
in response to intensifying 
Israeli attacks. Action 
highlighting connections 
between MoMA board 
members including Ronald 
Lauder, Steven Tannanbaum, 
and Paula Crown, whose 
husband James Crown owns 
General Dynamics weapons 
manufacturer. March extends 
throughout Midtown in 
tandem with Bike Bloc and 
Rude Mechanical Orchestra, 
intersections blockaded, 
de-arrests successfully 
executed, one marcher 
arrested by NYPD, followed 
by jail support. Online, 
Palestine solidarity teach-in + 
conversation with Tara Daly + 
Carolina Scarborough.

May 20: Emergency 
Conversation: Free Palestine/
Strike MoMA live-streamed 
with Nora Akawi, Amin 
Husain, Yazan Khalili, Andrew 
Ross, Eyal Weizman.

WEEK 7

Friday, May 21: Assembly 
in person and online. Release 
at 10 AM of  “Free Palestine/
Strike MoMA: A Call to Action” 
via Social Text journal [link 
broken] condemning MoMA 
board member’s ties to Israeli 
apartheid, signed by 300+ 
artists and scholars including 
Angela Davis and Brian Eno. 
The letter calls for an assembly 
that afternoon at 4 PM. 300 
+ converge at MoMA, and 
blockade entrance to museum 
with a teach-in. 

May 27: IIAAF Presents: 
A Conversation with Sandy 
Grande, Stefano Harney, Fred 
Moten, Jasbir Puar, and Dylan 
Rodriguez

Strike MoMA Timeline Strike MoMA Timeline

https://hyperallergic.com/649814/protesters-convene-at-moma-to-denounce-police-violence-in-colombia/
https://hyperallergic.com/649814/protesters-convene-at-moma-to-denounce-police-violence-in-colombia/
https://hyperallergic.com/649814/protesters-convene-at-moma-to-denounce-police-violence-in-colombia/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CPoMn9NlN6A/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CPojsrqlE3D/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a4HNvsf8XEs&t=397s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a4HNvsf8XEs&t=397s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0aMEuSx6UHE&t=2s
https://hyperallergic.com/651146/washing-their-hands-with-our-blood-activists-on-moma-trustees-dominican-republic-gold-mine/
https://hyperallergic.com/651146/washing-their-hands-with-our-blood-activists-on-moma-trustees-dominican-republic-gold-mine/
https://hyperallergic.com/652571/exhibiting-moma-artist-withdraws-from-museum-events-in-solidarity-with-protesters/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CP_Z8tzlp7n/
https://hyperallergic.com/653264/hundreds-of-activists-march-through-midtown-for-final-week-of-strike-moma/
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/moma-survived-ten-weeks-protest-strike-moma-1990049
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/moma-survived-ten-weeks-protest-strike-moma-1990049
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/moma-survived-ten-weeks-protest-strike-moma-1990049
https://hyperallergic.com/678141/protesters-storm-moma-with-palestinian-flags-and-spoons/
https://www.reuters.com/legal/government/second-woman-accuses-leon-black-rape-blacks-rep-calls-claim-complete-fiction-2021-09-21/
https://www.reuters.com/legal/government/second-woman-accuses-leon-black-rape-blacks-rep-calls-claim-complete-fiction-2021-09-21/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=roT_jojH_m4&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=roT_jojH_m4&feature=emb_logo
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/5076-diversity-of-tactics-diversity-of-aesthetics-post-moma-futures-part-i
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/5076-diversity-of-tactics-diversity-of-aesthetics-post-moma-futures-part-i
https://hyperallergic.com/643568/strike-moma-calls-glenn-lowry-gaslighter-in-chief-over-leaked-email/
https://hyperallergic.com/643568/strike-moma-calls-glenn-lowry-gaslighter-in-chief-over-leaked-email/
https://hyperallergic.com/646300/strike-moma-protest-palestine-nypd-tackles-protester-arrested/
https://hyperallergic.com/646300/strike-moma-protest-palestine-nypd-tackles-protester-arrested/
https://hyperallergic.com/646114/nyc-artists-project-messages-of-solidarity-with-palestine/
https://hyperallergic.com/646114/nyc-artists-project-messages-of-solidarity-with-palestine/
https://hyperallergic.com/646300/strike-moma-protest-palestine-nypd-tackles-protester-arrested/
https://hyperallergic.com/646300/strike-moma-protest-palestine-nypd-tackles-protester-arrested/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaJc_yfA-xY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaJc_yfA-xY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaJc_yfA-xY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaJc_yfA-xY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaJc_yfA-xY
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/hundreds-artists-scholars-signed-letter-calling-moma-board-members-ties-pro-israel-organizations-1972124
https://hyperallergic.com/647786/activists-blockade-entrance-moma-ties-to-violence-against-palestinians/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2vzhwnjy4s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2vzhwnjy4s
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Collective Statement Signed by 157 
Artists, Curators, and Art Workers

We, as artists and art workers, support the removal of 
Leon Black from the board of MoMA for reasons that 
have already been stated by many others. However, 
this should be considered the bare minimum. Beyond 
his removal, we must think seriously about a collective 
exit from art’s imbrication in toxic philanthropy and 
structures of oppression, so that we don’t have to have 
the same conversations over and over, one board 
member at a time. This thinking can only catalyze ac-
tion once we state plainly: We do not need this mon-
ey. Museums and other arts institutions must pursue 
alternative models, cooperative structures, Land Back 
initiatives, reparations, and additional ideas that con-
stitute an abolitionist approach toward the arts and 
arts patronage, so that they align with the egalitar-
ian principles that drew us to art in the first place.

For signatories, go here.
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-
blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/

Recent confirmations of MoMA Board of Trustees Chair Leon Black’s 
deep financial and personal connections to Jeffrey Epstein underline the 
problems that MoMA and other major museum boards face and have 
failed to reckon with in any meaningful way. We note that Leon Black’s 
corruption extends far as his “investment” firm is also the owner of 
Constellis, formerly known as Blackwater, a private military firm which 
was banned from operating in Iraq after its staff were charged with 
war crimes (when MoMA Divest peacefully protested this last year in 
solidarity with exhibiting artist Ali Yass, PS1 responded by calling NYPD). 
Those war criminals were part of the recent spate of pardons by Trump. 

Leon Black is not an anomaly. Five MoMA board members – Tananbaum, 
Dubin, Cohen, Black, Fink – have been identified and targetted by 
different groups over the last year for their ties to war, racist prison and 
border enforcement systems, vulture fund exploitation, gentrification 
and displacement of the poor, extractivism and environmental 
degradation, and patriarchal forms of violence. Board members also 
have ties and donate to the NYPD Police Foundation. In short, the rot is 
at the core of the institution, which includes PS1. MoMA/PS1 directors 
and administrators have quietly taken the dirty money in the name 
of art and made empty curatorial gestures towards political issues. 
MoMA’s director Glenn Lowry has said that Leon Black “continue[s] 
this tradition of visionary leadership with their passion for modern and 
contemporary art, strategic planning and financial expertise, and deep 
understanding of the Museum and its mission.”  MoMA’s mission, then, 
must be artwashing; but it can no longer clean the fact that war and 
prison profiteering, child prostitution, and various forms of structural 
racism are part of the structure of MoMA/PS1. For a civic institution 
with civic responsibilities this is unacceptable. Nothing short of a major 
reconstitution of the board, a change of directors, a public reckoning, and 
a reimagining of the institutional and curatorial mission of the museum is 
acceptable. We also reiterate previous demands that MoMA/PS1 issue 
a public statement regarding their position on proceeds and donations 
that come as a result of violence from these issues, and start a transparent 
public investigation into any and all funds linked to these matters, 
including those in the various pension funds used by the institution; and 
that MoMA/PS1 begin a community-based process of reinvestment, 
redistribution, land restoration, and reparations in affected communities.

MoMA Divest Coalition

https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
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We are writing from the unceded territory of the Lenni 
Lenape. We stand in solidarity with Native American 
and Indigenous peoples leading the movement for 
resurgence, decolonization, and reclamation of their 
homelands. These lands were stolen to create settler-
colonial states, and those who were dispossessed 
continue to live under conditions of siege, 
surveillance, and extractivist violence. We support 
land back, an imperative addressed to all settlers 
and settler-institutions, including the Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA) and the City of New York. At 
its foundations, this city was established on stolen 
Indigenous land, and shaped and cultivated 
by enslaved African peoples. We support the 
undying fight for Black liberation and its many 
manifestations here and across the planet. 

Subsequent layers of the city have been built by 
generations of migrants and refugees from other 
zones of the world violently impacted by colonial-
capitalist modernity. Think of the Mohawk 
skywalkers whose labor made possible the 
Manhattan skyline, and the Black, Latinx, 
and Asian workers who maintain the urban 
infrastructure today even as they are displaced 
by real-estate developers in Chinatown, Mott 
Haven, East New York, and beyond. We support 
sanctuary for all migrant communities, and the 
allied movement for degentrification. We support 
the self-determination of oppressed peoples 
everywhere fighting against the imperial states, 
repressive regimes, occupying powers, comprador 

elites, and global corporations whose calculations 
have forced so many people from their homes in 
places like Puerto Rico, Haiti, Honduras, Palestine, 
Iraq, and Kashmir. From within the belly of the beast 
of U.S. empire, we acknowledge our responsibility, 
and act in solidarity with struggles to get free. 

From the Dutch West India Company to the 
Rockefeller dynasty to the bankers, speculators, 
and warmakers who sit on the board of MoMA 
today, their accumulation has only been possible 
through our dispossession. A system of imperialism, 
colonialism, and racial capitalism with gendered 
violence at its core. We stand in solidarity with all 
those who strike against patriarchy every day, at 
work, at home, in the fields, in the prisons, in the 
detention centers, in the streets, in the shelters. Stolen 
land, stolen people, stolen labor, stolen wealth, 
stolen worlds, stolen horizons. This is the modernity 
to which MoMA is a monument.

When we strike MoMA, we strike its blood-soaked 
modernity. The monument on 53rd Street becomes our 
prism. We see our histories and struggles refracted 
through its crystalline structure, and foreclosed futures 
come into view. The museum is converted into a 
theater of operations where our entwined movements 
of decolonization, abolition, anti-capitalism and anti-
imperialism can find one another. Why strike MoMA? 
So that something else can emerge, something under 
the control of workers, communities, and artists rather 
than billionaires.

https://briarpatchmagazine.com/issues/view/september-october-2020
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/issues/view/september-october-2020
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seal_of_New_York_City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seal_of_New_York_City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seal_of_New_York_City
https://imixwhatilike.org/2020/07/31/dont-mourn-organize-defining-phenomena-fascism-with-dhoruba-bin-wahad/
http://caribbeanstudiesassociation.org/docs/Maldonado-Torres_Outline_Ten_Theses-10.23.16.pdf
http://caribbeanstudiesassociation.org/docs/Maldonado-Torres_Outline_Ten_Theses-10.23.16.pdf
https://www.newsanctuarynyc.org/
https://www.newsanctuarynyc.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X3nPeG8IsU8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X3nPeG8IsU8
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2020/05/anti-colonialism-postcolonialism-worldmaking-global-south-postwar-nkrumah-nyerere
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2020/05/anti-colonialism-postcolonialism-worldmaking-global-south-postwar-nkrumah-nyerere
https://viewpointmag.com/2018/03/07/feminist-international-appropriating-overflowing-strike/
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at the core of the institution, which includes PS1.” We agree, 

and also point to Honorary Chair Ronald Lauder, the cosmetics 

billionaire who is also president of the Zionist lobbying group 

World Jewish Congress and a major Trump donor. Deserving of 

recognition as well is board member Patricia Phelps Cisneros, 

whose billions come from the right-wing Grupo Cisneros media-

industrial empire in Latin America. Speaking of Latin America, 

let’s shine a light on Steven Tananbaum, Jeff Koons enthusiast

and chief investment officer at Golden Tree Assets, one of the 

hedge funds involved in extracting wealth from the people of 

Puerto Rico through the PROMESA debt-restructuring program. 

And how could we forget Paula Crown and James Crown of the 

General Dynamics armaments fortune, whose Crown Creativity 

Lab on the second floor of the museum hosts The Peoples 

Studio, an “experimental space where visitors can explore the 

art and ideas of our time through participatory programs.” 

This is the condition of modernity that we find at Modernism 

Central: death-dealing oligarchs using art as an instrument of 

accumulation and shield for their violence.

At the ground level, MoMA is also a messed up workplace. 

Elitism, hierarchy, inequality, precarity, disposability, anti-

Blackness, misogyny. Remember the back-end workers who 

were furloughed and fired last year while the high-ups have 

carried on in luxury. As an estimated two thirds of the arts 

and culture jobs of the city have been lost, MoMA’s “David 

Rockefeller Director” Glenn Lowry continues to take home 2.3 

million dollars a year, or 48 times the amount earned by an 

educational assistant. Sources have confirmed that just before 

the pandemic, MoMA management dis-invited unsalaried contract 

I  The Case Against MoMA

Any day now, hedge fund billionaire Leon Black is likely 

to resign as the chair of the board of MoMA. It has been 

six weeks since the deep financial ties between Black and 

Jeffery Epstein resurfaced in the headlines. Black has already 

announced that he is stepping down from Apollo Global 

Management, but MoMA remains silent about his ongoing 

role at the museum.  Artists and community groups have 

demanded that Black be removed, and calls for action have 

been circulating publically for a month. Last week anonymous 

sources confirmed to the media that Black is facing pressure 

from other members of the board to step down. They know 

his  continued presence on the board is a recipe for crisis, 

but getting rid of him could set a precedent and put at risk 

MoMA’s use of his priceless art collection       . The museum 

administration is in a classic decision dilemma.

Whether Black stays or goes, a consensus has emerged: 

beyond any one board member, MoMA iself is the problem. 

MoMA Divest offered a summary of its reasoning as follows, 

“Five MoMA board members — Steven Tananbaum, Glenn 

Dubin, Steven Cohen, Leon Black, Larry Fink — have been 

identified and targeted by different groups over the last year for 

their ties to war, racist prison and border enforcement systems, 

vulture fund exploitation, gentrification and displacement of 

the poor, extractivism and environmental degradation, and 

patriarchal forms of violence. Board members also have ties 

and donate to the NYPD Police Foundation. In short, the rot is 

https://www.businessinsider.com/estee-lauder-workers-push-ronald-lauder-ouster-over-trump-support-2020-6
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/cisneros-donations-200-artworks-1196390
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/tananbaum-gagosian-koons-settlement-1768413
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-puertorico/u-s-lawmakers-seek-probe-of-investment-firms-dealings-in-puerto-rico-debt-idUSKCN25134R
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-puertorico/u-s-lawmakers-seek-probe-of-investment-firms-dealings-in-puerto-rico-debt-idUSKCN25134R
https://www.forbes.com/sites/rebeccasuhrawardi/2021/02/22/paula-crown-reveals-how-she-straddles-art-and-business-at-the-little-nell/?sh=4d747f09192c
https://littlesis.org/person/1205-James_S_Crown
https://www.gd.com/
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v41/n21/hal-foster/change-at-moma
https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v41/n21/hal-foster/change-at-moma
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/moma-ps1-furloughs-pay-cuts-coronavirus-1202684419/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-02-24/two-thirds-of-new-york-city-s-arts-and-culture-jobs-are-gone
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-02-24/two-thirds-of-new-york-city-s-arts-and-culture-jobs-are-gone
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2007/02/its_good_to_be_the_moma_direct_1.html
https://hyperallergic.com/560132/spreadsheet-highlights-major-income-disparities-at-cultural-institutions/
https://hyperallergic.com/560132/spreadsheet-highlights-major-income-disparities-at-cultural-institutions/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CK6qbRBgOtY/?igshid=1i1bwq9pu3bs5
https://nypost.com/2021/03/14/moma-trustees-want-leon-black-to-step-down-amid-epstein-ties/
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/the-scream-edvard-munch-leon-black-348633
https://old.beautifultrouble.org/principle/put-your-target-in-a-decision-dilemma/
https://twitter.com/MomaDivest/status/1358101653103247360/photo/1
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workers from the 2019 Christmas party, including people 

who had been there for decades. HR posted a memo in the 

Operations Room. A small detail, but it says a lot. Shout out 

to the O Room! 

This document comes from a movement perspective that de-

exceptionalizes the museum. We refuse to acknowledge the 

separation of the museum from the rest of society. We see 

MoMA as existing on the same plane as the violence of the 

ruling class that has controlled it since its inception with the 

oil wealth of the Rockefellers in 1929. No more rationalizing 

the regime. They have long enabled the killing of our people 

and non-human relations and they have always expected us 

to thank them for their philanthropy. Yes, we know that Aggie 

Gund read The New Jim Crow and sold a Lichtenstein to fund 

the Art For Justice Fund. It was a project in collaboration 

with Darren Walker, president of the Ford Foundation. The 

man who declared “it would be a grave error to demonize 

wealthy people’’ following the ouster of Kanders from the 

Whitney, and who called the cops on Ford Fellows and their 

friends when they protested his “nuanced” support for new 

jails. If any doubts remain about the connection of the Ford 

Foundation, liberal philanthropy, and counterinsurgency, we 

direct you to this classic study.

What about the art? We love art, but we have zero 

allegiance to the art system of which MoMA is the epicenter. 

Art exists beyond MoMA. Art is not a luxury, and it is a vital 

part of our communities and movements. Art is one of the few 

means of production available to oppressed peoples 

for the creation and sustaining of worlds in the face of death 

and destruction. The aesthetic forms and imaginative powers 

of art require material support: economies of solidarity, 

platforms of cooperation, infrastructures of care and mutual 

aid. But the political economy of the art system is antithetical 

to these life-affirming practices. It is predicated on property, 

scarcity, competition, and assimilation. One canon. One 

center. One meta-narrative of modernity, however diversified 

and globalized it may have become. It is governed by 

gatekeepers, critics, and canon-makers who try to create the 

measure by which art lives or dies, giving access to a select 

few while leaving the rest with the false choice between 

eating and making art. It doesn’t have to be this way.  

As 150 artists and art workers put it in their open letter 

last month, “we must think seriously about a collective exit 

from art’s imbrication in toxic philanthropy and structures 

of oppression, so that we don’t have to have the same 

conversations over and over, one board member at a 

time. This thinking can only catalyze action once we state 

plainly: We do not need this money. Museums and other 

arts institutions must pursue alternative models, cooperative 

structures, Land Back initiatives, reparations, and additional 

ideas that constitute an abolitionist approach toward the arts 

and arts patronage, so that they align with the egalitarian 

principles that drew us to art in the first place.” Such calls for 

collective exit change the terms of the conversation, and point 

in the direction of something beyond MoMA. 
There is no blueprint for dismantling MoMA, but here is the starting point: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/11/arts/design/agnes-gund-sells-a-lichtenstein-to-start-criminal-justice-fund.html
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https://news.artnet.com/the-big-interview/ford-foundation-president-darren-walker-on-aftermath-of-warren-kanders-protests-1644922
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https://abolitionjournal.org/nuance-as-carceral-worldmaking-a-response-to-darren-walker/
https://archive.org/details/blackawakeningincapitalistamerica/page/n3/mode/2up
https://canvas.umn.edu/courses/213648/files/18470898?wrap=1
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
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whatever comes after MoMA, it must preserve and enhance the 

jobs of museum workers, and enact reparative measures for 

communities harmed by the museum over time, beginning with 

the legacy of land dispossession. The agenda is open, but any 

path forward must be premised on the acknowledgement of 

debts owed: from top to bottom and horizontally too, between 

and within groups, communities, and movements. We need a 

just transition to a post-MoMA future. MoMA has been a toxic 

force, but there can be growth and healing in the aftermath of 

toxicity. May a thousand mushrooms bloom in the ruins of the 

modern museum. 

        *  *  *  *  *

II   Their Archives Are Our Receipts

Leon Black is but the latest in a succession of predatory 

billionaires running MoMA since the Rockefellers. Their 

petrochemical industrial extraction laid the groundwork 

for capitalist globalization and its political, f inancial, 

and cultural infrastructures over the course of the 

20th century. Standard Oil was the nucleus of the 

modern fossil-fuel regime. Chase Bank, the Rockefeller-

led instrument by which the New York City’s working 

class was pulverized during the 1975 fiscal crisis of 

the state, was an early experiment with neoliberal 

austerity that would soon be expanded worldwide. The

Rockefeller Drug Laws were an essential mechanism 

of mass incarceration af ter the Black revolt of the 

60s. As Governor, Nelson Rockefeller also called the 

shots of the Attica Massacre. Central to the Ford/

Rockefeller presidential administration which scrambled 

to maintain U.S. hegemony af ter the victory of the 

North Vietnamese was strategic cooperation with the 

apartheid regimes of Israel and South Africa. The list of 

crimes by the Rockefeller dynasty against people and 

the planet is endless.     

Throughout the 20th century, the Rockefellers and their class 

allies underwrote and led the museum, overtly weaponizing 

art in the service of empire. They enabled fascist admirer 

and white surpemacist Phillip Johnson to become the king of 

Modern Architecture, a legacy which has recently become a 

point of action ffor the Black Reconstruction Collective. Well-

documented collaborations between MoMA and CIA. The

Museum of Primitive Art, stocked with cultural objects looted 

from Africa, the Pacific, and the Americas and now housed 

in the Met. Partnerships with the Cisneros dynasty through 

the Americas Society/Council of the Americas, and now the

Cisneros Institute at MoMA itself

These are just some of the connections between the history 

of MoMA and the history of empire. Let us peruse the

archives of MoMA. Their contents are our receipts. Shine 

a light on them. Unseal the history whose legacies burden 

us today. The research has already commenced. From the 

Rockefellers to Fink, you will see that there is zero degree of 

separation between MoMA and the highest echelons of the 

https://neo.life/2020/10/inside-the-movement-to-decolonize-psychedelic-pharma/
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/01/the-rockefellers-vs-exxon.html
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/janvanraay/1272872980
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https://www.metmuseum.org/about-the-met/curatorial-departments/art-of-africa-oceania-and-the-americas
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question the limits between productive and reproductive 

labor, formal and informal labor, remunerated and free tasks, 

between migrant and national labor, between the employed 

and the unemployed. The strike taken up by the women’s 

movement directly targets a central element of the capitalist 

system: the sexual and colonial division of labor.”

Striking happens every day, in ways large and small. From 

invisible acts of subversion to the great General Strikes that 

have shut down cities, states, and empires. W.E.B. Dubois

described the destruction of slavery by the enslaved as 

a General Strike, one whose tactics included everyday 

resistance, armed rebellion, and mass exodus. Strike thus 

has a deep connection to abolition and the Black Radical 

Tradition and is especially resonant at MoMA given ground-

breaking shows like Marking Time: Art in the Age of Mass 

Incarceration, and Reconstructions: Architecture and 

Blackness in America. 

As the 220 arts professionals who signed the 2019 MoMA 

Divest Letter point out, the museum is adjacent to and 

entwined with the systems of police, prisons, and profit, 

exemplified by Blackrock CEO Larry Fink. Going after the 

oligarchs at MoMA is another way to strike at the profiteers 

of detention, dispossession, and death. At the museum, 

those who underwrite prison-industrial complex are within 

arm’s reach. They gather there routinely for openings, galas, 

garden parties, and board meetings. Their billions in assets 

hang on the wall, works of art twisted into ornaments of 

repression and ciphers of extraction. The structure itself physically 

global ruling class

        *  *  *  *  *

III  Strike is a Verb

Striking MoMA is done in solidarity with all those seeking to 

get free,               , as is said in Arabic. Strike is a verb, not a static 

tool. It is reinvented through the process of organizing and 

building relations. It is an activity that can take many forms 

by various people and groups. To strike is to exercise the 

power of refusal, a negation that is coupled with affirmation. 

Unauthorized acts of disobedience and noncompliance in 

order to shake the powers that be. A diversity of strategies, 

tactics, and techniques. Workers withholding their labor 

from the boss, workplaces taken over and collectivized. As 

legendary labor organizer Lucy Parsons put it, “My conception 

of the strike of the future is not to strike and go out and 

starve, but to strike and remain in, and take possession of the 

necessary property of production.” 

Strike concerns workers and workplaces in the sense 

of waged labor of course, but as we have seen with 

International Women’s Strike, “When the strike ceases to 

be the exclusive prerogative of unions, it stops being a 

decision made from above, and therefore, the strike stops 

being an order to simply comply with or adhere to. The 

strike appropriated by the women’s movement is literally 

overflowed: it must account for multiple labor realities that 

escape the borders of waged and unionized work, that 

https://www.sv.uio.no/sai/english/research/projects/anthropos-and-the-material/Intranet/economic-practices/reading-group/texts/spivak-general-strike.pdf
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movements. We were never meant to know each other, forcibly 

separated by their divide-and-conquer tactics. We commit to 

mutually refuse all efforts to isolate our struggles into issue silos, 

understanding that single-issue organizing easily falls into the 

hands of those seeking to undermine our collective liberation. 

2. Recognize Debts/Operationalize Solidarity

No to the non-profit-industrial complex. No to the ally-industrial 

complex. No to the diversity-equity-inclusion complex. No to the 

model-minority-assimilation complex. No anti-Blackness. No white 

nonsense. No toxic masculinity. No heteronormative culture. 

No anti-poor or anti-working-class sentiments. No ableism. No 

“progressive except for Palestine.” Yes to collective liberation; 

yes to becoming accomplices, co-conspirators, race traitors, 

class traitors, de-assimilators; yes to all those who are ready to 

put something on the line, to operationalize their privileges and 

redistribute their resources in whatever forms these may take, 

from property deeds to printer ink. Solidarity involves discomfort 

but offers togetherness in the face of extreme alienation. If 

it comes easily and doesn’t require a cost, it’s probably not 

solidarity. Solidarity is the enactment of the social debts we owe 

each other. Sharing what you’ve got. Material commitments in 

light of unevenly shared histories of harm. Commitments to care, 

to act, to take risks, to speak out, to give as much one can, and 

then some. Working on oneself so as to not reproduce systems of 

harm and oppressive behavior in the process of showing up for 

each other. Acknowledging debts and acting accordingly forms 

bonds of reciprocity and healing. Building relations between 

movements, communities, families, friends. As we weave our 

struggles together by taking action and holding each other with care, 

abuts the ultra-luxury 53W53 MoMA Tower, wher some of 

them and their best friends live. 

Campaigns, actions, and letters chip away at the regime’s 

facade from the outside.  Inside, every time workers organize, 

defy the boss, care for a coworker, disrespect secrecy, or 

enact other forms of subversion, cracks are created in the core. 

Cracking and chipping, chipping and cracking. As the walls 

that artificially separate the museum from the world collapse, 

we reorient away from the institution and come together to 

make plans. Let us strike in all the ways possible to exit from 

the terms of the museum so we can set our own. 

        *  *  *  *  *

IV   Operational Terms for Striking MoMA

We proceed on our own terms, not those of the museum. We 

agree to organize with care, generosity, and patience as we 

build new relations and deepen existing ones.

1. Multiple Frames/Interwoven Struggles

No struggle is left behind as we move together and separately, 

but in agreement. At MoMA the frames of abolition, 

decolonization, anti-capitalism and anti-imperialism overlap in 

the course of struggle. The dismantling of patriarchy is the warp 

and the weft of these movement paths. Each allows us to see 

different things, recognize our blindspots, and to strengthen our 

https://www.indigenousaction.org/accomplices-not-allies-abolishing-the-ally-industrial-complex/
https://www.indigenousaction.org/accomplices-not-allies-abolishing-the-ally-industrial-complex/
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https://www.53w53.com/
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another political imaginary emerges. An intercommunalist,

intergenerational imaginary that dis-identifies from the nation-

state, from the museum, and its underlying myths of modernity. 

The experiences of our people most intimately and immediately 

affected by the violence of these forces must always be a central 

catalyzing point for our work.

3. Against Liberal Governance/Exacerbate the Crisis

No to liberal governance. Governance is the watchword of 

museum-reformers, inside and out. If only, they say, there were 

better protocols and principles, we could put our house in order. 

Better representation. More participation. More diversity, equity, 

and inclusion. An audit. A task force. More meetings. More 

Zooms. More trainings. More consultation. A new structure for 

the board. Guidelines for the acceptability of funds, separating 

the clean money from the dirty money. Honest billionaires 

rather than crooked ones. Artist involvement to keep things 

authentic. An art historian or two to set the moral compass with 

humanistic values, or maybe even to consult about the meaning 

of decolonization. Those who allow themselves to be included 

and instrumentalized in this way undermine our collective 

liberation. Another kind of institution is possible, but it cannot be 

on the terms of the existing regime. 

4. Multiply Demands/Resist Cooptation

No demands that further assimilation back into the art system. 

Demands can set horizons, shape the imagination, and amplify 

desires. But at present, any demand that seeks to reform 

MoMA without challenging its authority to control the process 

legitimizes the regime. They may say they want to talk, but the 

museum will use this to buy itself time. Conversations, dialogues, 

and forums about the “future of the museum” that loop back 

upon themselves to infinity. Strategic incorporation of this or 

that demand to placate this or that group, with the intent of 

waiting out and breaking up the formation. Invocations of the 

“outside agitator” to question motivations, loyalties, and tactics, 

deflecting attention from the harm that the museum is causing.

5. Heighten the Contradictions/Act Where You Are

No one is pure in a colonized world. We all live by our 

contradictions. Working at MoMA and disgusted with MoMA? 

Being an artist and hating the art system? Teaching at a 

university and wanting to tear it all down? Studying freedom 

in college while you go deeper into debt? Struggling to pay 

rent but displacing someone else? A Ford Fellow who protests

the Ford Foundation? Oppressed but also contributing to the 

oppression of others? This is the entangled dystopia of our 

present. We can see contradictions as impediments and be 

consumed by frustration, ambivalence, and despair, or we can 

acknowledge and heighten them. Quiet forms of subversion, 

deep conversations, mobilizations, large and small: each act we 

take further undermines the principles that sustain MoMA.

6. Mapping Power/Addressing Workers

No to the erasure of class in discussions of the museum. 

MoMA has its own clear hierarchy of power. The board ponies 

up the money and calls the shots. Management keeps them 

happy. Curators, critics, and artists provide the culture and the 

intellectual legitimacy. Then there are the staff, unionized and 

not. Food service workers, janitors, guards, art handlers, installers, ticket-
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takers, copyeditors, educators, those who know the operations 

and logistics of the infrastructure inside and out. Generations 

of skill, knowledge, craft, and dedication. We know there is an 

ongoing history of worker resistance at MoMA. To the workers: 

we know you have acted and continue to act. You have our 

unconditional solidarity. Workers are essential stakeholders in 

overturning the institution and creating something else in the 

process.

7. Refusing Partitions/Activating Platforms

No to the separation and specialization of roles that the art 

system expects of us: worker, artist, curator, critic, organizer, 

journalist. Striking MoMA requires us all, outside, inside, and 

otherwise. In practice these boundaries are already blurred, but 

the museum will invoke them in order to isolate us, demobilize us, 

and prevent us from sharing experiences, knowledges, resources, 

and power. We see that platforms at the museum are already 

being activated in furtherance of movement work, going against 

the grain of the institution. Platforms at the museum can become 

spaces of assembly beyond the museum’s authority, creating 

spaces where we can get together and figure things out. 

8. Art/Memory

No to the white mythology of the museum, which claims to 

be a temple of memory. Whose memory? Whose framing? 

Who decides? Generations of artists, critics, and curators have 

interrogated the museum’s meta-narrative, moving the dial of 

representation in the direction of justice. But museums have 

proven time and again they want the art not the people. The 

people are pushing back, declaring with their actions that 
museums are not neutral. Artists as organizers, organizers as 

artists. Efforts are proliferating to hold museums responsible 

for all the harm they continue to cause to workers, to artists, to 

the communities at their doorstep, to people around the world, 

from Indianapolis Museum of Art, to Montclair University, to the 

British Museum, to the Quai Branly. We are especially inspired 

by the work of the Congolese comrade Mwazulu Diyabanza

and his collaborators who have directly enacted the reversal of 

imperial plunder on which that French museum is founded. We 

are learning from each other, and reconnecting with legacies, 

promises, and lessons that came to a head in 1968, without 

apology. Museums and universities were activated as sites of 

struggle, from the Third World Liberation Front, to Women 

Students and Artists For Black Art Liberation, to the Guerilla Art 

Action Group. Proliferating groups, transgressive interventions, 

non-reformist reforms, visionary programs, ancestral reckonings 

and re-connections, demands that the museum “decentralize 

its power structure to the point of communalization.” These are 

some of the memories that speak to us today. Our memories, 

our art, our aesthetics exist, before, beyond, and in spite of 

MoMA, and the empty, linear, homogenous time of colonial 

modernity. The ancestors are all around us. When we strike 

MoMA, we’re making the worlds our ancestors deserve(d).

9. Art/Freedom

No to conflating art with MoMA. No to defending MoMA in the 

name of protecting Culture and Civilization from the iconoclasts 

and barbarians. No to the myth that freely creating art requires 

resigning ourselves to unfree conditions in society because we 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8giaN7fg7h8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8giaN7fg7h8
https://www.museumsarenotneutral.com/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_nqgP1EUEB9RVhTMEo4OVJxLVk/view?usp=sharing
https://monoskop.org/images/0/07/MTL_Collective_2018_From_Institutional_Critique_to_Institutional_Liberation.pdf
https://hyperallergic.com/622418/indianapolis-call-for-museum-presidents-removal-job-posting-white-art-audience/
https://hyperallergic.com/622928/emily-johnson-peak-performances-residency-revoked/
https://hyperallergic.com/596057/climate-activists-crash-arctic-exhibition-at-british-museum-to-protest-oil-funding/
https://hyperallergic.com/594764/quai-branly-museum-trial-verdict/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jyjH-ZIvBDo&t=995s
https://vimeo.com/295202356
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8vYt4UWL7Tc
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i220048
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i220048
https://revolution.berkeley.edu/assets/demands.pdf
http://thirdrailquarterly.org/mary-lodu-michele-wallace/
http://thirdrailquarterly.org/mary-lodu-michele-wallace/
https://books.google.com/books?id=J15nAgAAQBAJ&pg=PA211&lpg=PA211&dq=decentralize+its+power+structure+to+the+point+of+communalization.&source=bl&ots=-UqFFfISik&sig=ACfU3U34M0K8Uzb4L659ig8aEMNFsyIYUQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiy7tiIvr3vAhWKLs0KHUl5AzgQ6AEwAHoECAIQAw#v=onepage&q=decentralize%20its%20power%20structure%20to%20the%20point%20of%20communalization.&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=J15nAgAAQBAJ&pg=PA211&lpg=PA211&dq=decentralize+its+power+structure+to+the+point+of+communalization.&source=bl&ots=-UqFFfISik&sig=ACfU3U34M0K8Uzb4L659ig8aEMNFsyIYUQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiy7tiIvr3vAhWKLs0KHUl5AzgQ6AEwAHoECAIQAw#v=onepage&q=decentralize%20its%20power%20structure%20to%20the%20point%20of%20communalization.&f=false
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JxEJn7dWY60&t=283s
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need their money, their resources, their recognition. Yes to 

partisans of art. Yes to art embedded in the culture of movements. 

Yes to aesthetics rooted in struggle. Yes to art for its own sake, if 

that means we are down with creating and conspiring to get free, 

whatever our style, school, or medium. Meme-makers and abstract 

painters, monument topplers and postmodern sculptors, designers 

of banners and drawers of lines, unpopular musicians and 

obscure sound artists, live-streamers and cinephiles, wardancers 

and pole-dancers, dream-diviners and archive-searchers; critique-

ers of institutions and those who never recognized the institution 

in the first place. Artists of all kinds that do not recognize such 

distinctions in their life and work. What matters is being engaged 

in the struggle and breaking the dependency-complex that MoMA 

has created for art, ideologically and materially. When we strike 

MoMA, we free up space for a renewal of art as envisioned in the 

freedom dreams of Suzanne Césaire, “And this is the domain of 

the strange, the marvelous, and the fantastic, a domain scorned 

by people of certain inclinations. Here is the freed image, dazzling 

and beautiful, with a beauty that could not be more unexpected 

and overwhelming. Here are the poet, the painter, and the artist, 

presiding over the metamorphoses and the inversions of the world 

under the sign of hallucination and madness.”

10. Diversify Tactics/Practice Creativity and Care

MoMA can be approached from all angles using numerous 

strategies and tools. Diversity of tactics, diversity of aesthetics. 

Plan and organize with care and generosity. Agitate and 

affirm. Work with others on the basis of trust and affinity. 

Anticipate counterinsurgency. Do not forget that when we strike 

MoMA, we are hitting an essential nerve in the global body of 

the ruling class.

        *  *  *  *  *

V   Steps Forward: A Two-Phase Process

With the above terms as a framework, this document intends to 

initiate a two-phase, stakeholder-led decolonization process for 

MoMA without the authority of MoMA. Launching on April 9th 

and extending to June 11th, the first phase of the process is a 

ten week sequence of conversations, actions, and more. These 

activities will lay the groundwork for the second phase of the 

process: a spokescouncil-based convening that can determine 

the shape, steps, and mechanics of a just transition to a post-

MoMA future that prioritizes workers and communities.  

Phase 1: Strike MoMA @ MoMA: Ten Weeks of Art, 

Action, and Conversation

Phase 1 launches with a day of action on April 9th. Stay 

tuned for details. There will be three orientations in advance 

of April 9th: a general orientation, an orientation limited 

to BIPOC folks, and an orientation for those wishing 

to contribute from beyond New York, including at an 

international scale. To participate in these orientations, 

contact strikemoma@protonmail.com.

The subsequent ten weeks will encompass a variety of activities, 

including trainings, writing projects, agitprop campaigns, and 

direct actions at the museum and beyond. Weaving these 

https://libcom.org/library/freedom-dreams-black-radical-imagination
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4593-on-the-media-of-counterinsurgency-and-the-targeting-of-decolonize-this-place
mailto:strikemoma@protonmail.com
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activities together will be a series of movement conversations, online and 

in person, that will function as the intellectual and relational 

infrastructure for phase 2 of the process. An important 

component of these conversations will be collective research, 

archival investigation, and speculative visioning concerned with 

post-MoMA futures. 

Working groups are already forming to participate in these ten 

weeks and beyond:

Curators and Educators for Decolonization (CED). For more 

information, contact curatorseducatorsdecolonize@protonmail.com

Artists for a Post-MoMA Future (APMF). For more information, 

contact artistspostmoma@protonmail.com

Phase 2: Convening for a Just Transition 

to a Post-MoMA Future

Shaped by a spokescouncil of stakeholders and independent 

of the authority of MoMA, this convening, held at the end of 

the ten weeks, will determine the next steps for disassembling 

the museum in light of its harmful history: determining the 

mechanics of divestment and transfer of assets, the redistribution 

of properties and the repurposing of infrastructure; establishing 

funds for reparations, rematriations, and Indigenous land 

restoration; sustained support for just transition of workers to 

cooperative self-management and solidarity economies. As 

MoMA winds down and we extract our imagination from its 

orbit, our energies, resources and labor power will be freed up 

for creating alternatives in its place. Alternatives controlled by 

workers and communities, not billionaires and their enablers. 

This could be a first step for a city-wide process.

        *  *  *  *  *

VI   Authorship of This Document

This living document dated as of March 23, 2021 is authored by 

StrikeMOMA Working Group of the International Imagina-

tion of Anti-National Anti-Imperialist Feelings (IIAAF). It 

is generated by StrikeMOMA Working Group in conversation 

with dozens of other groups and individuals, including but not 

limited to:

Artists for a Post-MoMA Future 

Comité Boricua En La Diáspora

Curators and Educators for Decolonization 

Decolonize This Place

Direct Action Front for Palestine

Forensic Architecture

Formers Employees of MoMA

Global Ultra Luxury Faction

Insurgent Poets Society

MoMA Divest

Take Back the Bronx

Wardance Collective

We Will Not Be Silent

+

Finally, this document does not offer signatories and does not 

seek to establish a coalition. This document intends to facilitate 

the growth of a formation in which individuals, collectives, and 

groups engage in shared struggle. Strike MoMA.

mailto:curatorseducatorsdecolonize@protonmail.com
mailto:artistspostmoma@protonmail.com


42 43



44 45

Yona Friedman’s sketch for La Ville Spatiale 
from 1958. Friedman’s visionary project 
imagined a city that would accommodate 
the free will of its citizens and would 
be suspended on a framework above 
the existing urban space, avoiding any 
displacement of what came before.

A charette is an intensive period of 
time in which people gather to resolve 
a design problem. The general idea of 
a charrette is to create an innovative 
atmosphere in which a diverse group 
of stakeholders can collaborate to 
“generate visions for the future.”

In 2004, MoMA unveiled a renovation 
by architect Yoshio Taniguchi. Speaking 
to New York Magazine, he remarked, 
“The model for MoMA is Manhattan itself. 
The Sculpture Garden is Central Park, 
and around it is a city with buildings of 
various functions and purpose. MoMA is a 
microcosm of Manhattan.”

To this we respond: THAT’S THE PROBLEM!

MoMA has become a microcosm of a 
city that excludes, extracts, and exploits 
on occupied Lenape territory. And yet, 
inside the museum are the relics of 
our comrades in radical thought who 
envisioned worlds no one else could 
imagine until they were conveyed through 
form. It is time for these visions to be 
unleashed and wielded in the world, to 
breathe life into these works anew.

Take for instance the museum’s 
collection of visionary architectural 
models and drawings. Visionary 
architecture, while often optimistically 
broadcasting a wish or desire, is 
simultaneously rooted in inevitable 
failure. Often relegated to models, 
drawings, and other incarnations of 

the paper project, these proposals 
remain theoretical or unbuilt due 
to various circumstances, ranging 
from sheer feasibility, to political or 
financial circumstances. The residual 
idea exists as a pragmatic metaphor, 
a statement demanding a culture 
capable of enabling its existence, a 
poetic critique of reality.

We call for a suspension of reality. Reality 
has for too long been an excuse. We call 
for the creative will of this city’s people 
to imagine a dynamic, inclusive, earth-
shaking, transformative, dispersed home 
for art that does not weaponize the care 
for these beloved and inspiring works at 
the expense of enabling systems of harm. 
We will wonder together, what will it look 
like? We will make drawings and build 
models. We will ask better and more 
beautiful questions. And we will delight in 
our collective sympathetic magic that will 
bring these visions into reality when we 
hold space together.

Speaking about the 2004 MoMA renovation, 
Taniguchi recalled his initial conversations 
with the then-head of Architecture and 
Design at the museum when it came to his 
proposal. “If you raise a lot of money, I will 
give you great, great architecture. But if 
you raise really a lot of money, I will make 
the architecture disappear,” he said. Let us 
fulfill Taniguchi’s vision, which is shared in 
the Strike MoMA Framework and Terms 
for Struggle document: As the walls that 
artificially separate the museum from the 
world collapse, we reorient away from 
the institution and come together to make 
plans. Let us strike in all the ways possible 
to exit from the terms of the museum so we 
can set our own.

Let not the laws of the city nor the law of 
gravity determine our vision!

Artists for a Post-MoMA Future: Call 
for an indeterminate, ongoing charette 
to envision a Post-MoMA Future

To get involved, please write to: artistspostmoma@protonmail.com
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Why strike MoMA? So that something else can emerge, 

something under the control of workers, communities, and 

artists rather than billionaires. —Strike MoMA: Framework 

and Terms of Struggle

Decolonization is a collective project that is rooted in the 

struggle against Indigenous genocide, settler colonialism, 

racial slavery, racialized gendering and modern/colonial 

ungendering, as well as the naturalization of land 

expropriation and the commodification of the environment. 

Decolonization is also a protest against the rationalization 

and naturalization of war and violence against 

Indigenous, Black, colonized, and racialized subjects as 

well as their descendants all over the world. This ongoing 

war targets bodies, territories, knowledges, symbols, 

movements, and rhythms. It expects disappearance, if it 

does not directly produce it in highly violent forms, as well 

as assimilation into the standards of the modern West. 

More than anything, however, decolonization might be a 

desire for an alternative. 

Decolonization depends on generosity and 

creativity, without which critique becomes a ruse, 

if not a means of self-destruction. Decolonization 

involves the identification of what must be created, 

abolished, imagined anew, as well as reframed or 

reconceptualized. Curators and educators play an 

important role in performing these tasks. Along with 

artists, community organizers, activists, elders, and 

others who form part of decolonial movements, they 

help to identify and clarify fundamental problems as 

well as generate the most relevant questions that inform 

projects for decolonization. 

The strike against MoMA is more than solely the rejection of 

the actions and financial investments of certain individuals 

in its Board or its Chairperson. It is a denunciation as well 

as an interruption of the coloniality that is embedded in the 

modernity that is enshrined in the MoMA itself, and that is 

also part of most other museums. It is not a strike against 

art but against its colonization and co-optation of art in 

the service of colonial and imperialist projects. More than 

anything, the strike against MoMA is a decolonial gesture, 

as well as an act committed to the idea that art should not 

be captured by oligarchs and capital, or assimilated into 

national myths, but rather that creative action plays a crucial 

role in the process of combatting war and affirming the 

worth of communities. 

Curators and Educators for Decolonization stand up in 

solidarity with the strike against MoMA and the goal 

of promoting artistic formations “under the control of 

workers, communities, and artists rather than billionaires.” 

For this, we commit to engage in curatorial and educative 

initiatives that seek to: 

A. Identify and bring higher visibility to creative projects 

that already present viable models of decolonial formation. 

Particular emphasis will be given to projects that are part 

of Native American and Indigenous “land back” and 

anticolonial movements, projects that target antiblack racism 

and racialized gendering/ungendering, and initiatives that 

address the conditions of refugees and migrants facing racist 

actions. This activity involves a critical engagement with the 

concept of art and artistic projects on the basis of decolonial 

formations that challenge these concepts, along with a 

critical reflection on museums and museumification. 

B. Generate ideas and activities that promote and 

anticipate the emergence of decolonial creative formations, 

including visual, verbal, embodied, and musical creative 

works and techniques.

More specifically, Curators and Educators for 

Decolonization are committed to engage in one of these 

actions from the start of the strike against MoMA on 

April 9th, 2021 to the end of 2022. The list provided 

here is not exhaustive: equivalent activities could also be 

proposed. Collaborations among amembers, including 

regional encounters and coordination of work (e.g., similar 

exhibitions and/or courses taking place at the same time or 

building from each other), are particularly encouraged, but 

individual and punctual actions are entirely adequate too. 

CURATORS 

A. Curate an exhibition, part of an exhibition, or a series of 

educative sessions that introduce audiences and participants 

to the strike against MoMA, and to at least some of the 

actions that take place during the strike. 

B. Critically engage the archives of established artistic 

institutions (starting with those in the places where the 

curators find themselves) to make visible the ties between 

the history of these institutions and the history of empire/

nation-building/capital. Use the material in publications, 

exhibitions, seminars, or other activities. 

C. Curate an exhibition, part of an exhibition, or a series 

of educational sessions that feature creative projects that 

enact the principles of a decolonial post-MoMA formation. 

There should always be attention to Indigenous struggles 

for land in the national formation where the curatorial 

project takes place.

D. Curate an exhibition, part of an exhibition, or a series 

of educational sessions that: highlight creative work that 

challenges the coloniality of historical and/or contemporary 

museum formations, and that advances ideas, images, or 

sounds that promote the emergence of a decolonial post-

MoMA future.

EDUCATORS 

A. Design a class, a module of a class, or a research 

initiative exercises that introduce students to the strike 

against MoMA, and to some of the actions that take 

place during the strike. 

B. Critically engage the archives of established institutions 

of education (starting with those in the places where the 

educators find themselves) to make visible the ties between 

the history of these institutions and the history of empire/

nation-building/capital. Use the material in publications, 

exhibitions, seminars, or other activities

C. Design a class, a module of a class, or a research 

initiative that features creative projects that enact the 

principles of a decolonial post-MoMA formation. There 

should always be attention to Indigenous struggles for land 

in the national formation where the educational initiative or 

research takes place.

D. Design a class, a module of a class, or a research 

initiative that: highlights creative work that challenges the 

coloniality of historical and/or contemporary museum 

formations, and that advances ideas, images, or sounds that 

promote the emergence of a decolonial post-MoMA future.

Curators and Educators for Decolonization will follow up 

and support the 10-weeks strike by seriously engaging 

its contributions to the emergence of decolonial creative 

formations. We will also seek to follow and contribute 

to the Phase 2 of the movement, namely, the convention 

for a “Just Transition to a Post-MoMA future.” This could 

involve the coordination of activities at museums and/

or classrooms regionally and internationally, as well 

as the creation of a website, and the organization of a 

conference at the end of 2022. 

Contact:

Curators and Educators for Decolonization (CED): 

curatorseducatorsdecolonize@protonmail.com 

Curators and Educators for 
Decolonization, A Declaration 

and Invitation
text by Nelson Maldonado-Torres, working group co-facilitator
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Dated: April 12, 2021

To the Workers of MoMA:

Security, maintenance, wall painters, guest services, and restaurant staff. We write you this letter so that you hear 

directly from us, why we are here, what we came to do, to address how this affects you, and most importantly, to 

open up communication between us, so that we can support you as workers.

By now, you probably already heard that the board of trustees of MoMA who run this museum are all getting rich 

off of building the prisons that lock our people up, building the concentration camps that lock up our undocumented 

family and separate children from their mothers. You heard that there are board members who get rich selling guns, 

bombs, war planes, and surveillance technology to use against our people back home in the countries we come 

from the same way they sell weapons to the NYPD. Our people, who come from places like Jamaica, Puerto Rico, 

Palestine, Ghana, Kashmir, Armenia, Somalia, Lebanon, Dominican Republic, Yemen, Honduras, Trinidad & Tobago, 

Syria & Somalia. You probably heard about the hundreds of thousands of dollars they have given to the NYPD who 

beat and arrest us. Who set up floodlights on our block and treat our neighborhoods like open air prisons while they 

invest in real estate to gentrify our hoods and put our neighbors in the shelter system and make our neighborhoods so 

expensive that the paycheck you cash from MoMA ain’t enough, and you probably thinking about doing Uber on the 

side. Because that’s what some of us think about having to do too! That one of their board members was involved in 

shady business with sex trafficker Jeffrey Epstein. That some of them were Trump campaign donors, that some of them 

are getting rich destroying the Amazon rainforest as if the planet isn’t already sick and dying. We could go on... but 

if you want to know more, we have a website: www.strikemoma.org Go check us out.

These board of trustees go out into the world and make money off the death and destruction we, and our people face, 

but then come sit on the board of this museum and get patted on the back for giving money to keep the museum open 

and to “take care of art.” Our response is...

1. What about taking care of people? They don’t give a shit about us. How they make their money proves it. 2. There 

are other ways to take care of art that isn’t linked to the monsters that destroy us.

So, for the next ten weeks, Strike MoMA will be in the building. We come to disrupt. We come to take up space. 

We know this might make your job harder in the coming weeks. Especially for security. We apologize in advance. 

We are not here to harm anyone or anything. We come to demand a new MoMA. We gotta fight back and this is 

the only place where we can touch these fools. So please bear with us. Work with us. No matter what they tell you, 

DO NOT LET THEM TURN YOU AGAINST US. Let us have this understanding between us. Most importantly, tell us 

how we can support you. Tell us the bullshit they are doing behind the scenes. Email us anonymously at strikemoma@

protonmail.com

We look forward to a different future. But we ain’t waiting for it. We’re making it now. We hope you support 

our efforts.

Much Love & solidarity,

Strike MoMA
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Transcript of some remarks made 

by Dylan Rodriguez as part of the 

Abolitionist Imaginaries One-Day 

Symposium at MoMA PS1 in NYC 

on March 26, 2021

And so what I think we’ve seen today and what 

we’ve heard an echo of and the things that we’ve 

absorbed, the feelings we’ve absorbed, have to 

do with what an abolitionist art community looks 

like. In other words, it’s actually here. We don’t 

have to project and speculate, although we should 

always project and speculate in a creative kind of 

way. We don’t have to think about abolitionist art 

communities being somewhere else. Sometime else. 

I feel like i’m a guest of an abolitionist art commu-

nity right now and today. At the same time, i want 

to clarify that this is only a glimpse. It is only an 

echo. It is only a moment of feeling. And i say that 

because abolition is a creative infrastructure. It’s a 

making, it’s a method. If we’re gonna be honest, it 

is a counter war.

It’s a modality of community. It is not an outcome. 

Let’s say that to everybody that will listen to us. 

Abolition is not an outcome. It’s not an individual 

identity. I see far too many people that are brand-

ing themselves abolitionists who have no connec-

tion to abolitionist community, no accountability to 

abolitionist organizing and work. So we gotta push 

back against that and invite people who have that 

kind of neoliberal, individualizing branding ten-

dency to actually join the work. You know, today’s 

dialogue between Jackie Sumell and Mariame Kaba 

exemplifies something i’ve been saying over and 

over again to anybody that’ll listen to me. And that 

is the historical fact that there is no such thing as an 

individual abolitionist. To the contrary, the generos-

ity of abolitionist work is something that grows from 

the Black, and especially the Black feminist, Black 

queer, Black trans radical and revolutionary tradi-

tion, as a shared collective community of obligation 

and responsibility.

So we gotta say that over and over again to each 

other and to ourselves, ‘cause this is what makes it. 

It’s in this way, within this extended global tradition, 

that i think we can understand the importance of 

embracing abolition as an aesthetic, as aesthetic 

work. Although i also should say, following the in-

sight of the Black revolutionary and radical cultural 

worker–we forget this sometimes, that Frantz Fanon 

was a radical cultural worker–but following Frantz 

Fanon, i wanna say that abolitionist aesthetics are 

necessarily and always an aesthetics of combat. So 

i wanna think about that. Maybe think about that 

alongside Nicole [Fleetwood] once after i finish 

my comments. Let me continue my comments this 

evening by thinking about the immediate, concrete-

ly abolitionist implications of what Nicole and all 

of y’all have created in the public space, at PS1 

through the Marking Time exhibit and today’s Aboli-

tionist Imaginaries Symposium.

First i wanna say i have a deep sense of grati-

tude for what you’ve done. You’ve challenged 

us to come to terms with the historical violence 

of the dominant US and Western art world. I 

think it is worth repeating over and over again 

that what you are doing here is a direct aboli-

tionist challenge to that world. And you are also 

challenging, i should not put this lightly, you 

are challenging a world that is inhabited by the 

nearby MoMA, New York’s renowned museum 

of modern art, which, as we know, draws its 

historical capital and material capital from the 

chattel, colonial, land-expropriating violence of 

genocidal racial capitalism’s philanthropic arm. 

So what does it mean if we’re gonna be serious 

about this analysis and critique of the Museum 

of Modern Art in New York? What would it 

mean to take this exhibit at PS 1, right there in 

Queens, and today’s symposium conversation 

as exemplary of what a liberated abolitionist 

art infrastructure would be like in the rubble of 

an antiblack and colonial art world’s past and 

present. ‘Cause that’s what i wanna fucking see. 

I wanna be working with you all. I wanna be a 

guest of y’all’s in an art world, which is dancing 

on the rubble of the antiblack colonial art world 

that still remains hegemonic and dominant. 

I’m fucking done with that shit. I’m tired of it. 

What if we take the aesthetic of Marking Time, 

the exhibit, the aesthetics–what if we take that 

seriously, what if we take the title of today’s 

symposium seriously as an urging toward collec-

tive sustained embrace of the responsibility to 

be accountable to what we have called here an 

abolitionist imaginary…. I’ve been one degree 

separated from Adamu Chan for many years, 

and i’m so happy that he’s not incarcerated, 

but i’m even happier that he’s not incarcerated 

while doing the work that he’s doing. Adamu, 

you know, he raised the question earlier today 

of accountability.

So i wanna move in the spirit of that question. 

By making that commitment to accountabili-

ty, i’m obligated to give a couple minutes to 

honor the imagination and intervention of a 

strike that was just announced three days ago, 

which some of y’all probably know about, 

many of you might not. I just learned about 

it, you know, not that long ago. But the strike 

is described with clarity at the website strike-

moma.org. This is a 10 week strike. It ’s gonna 

begin, i believe, on April 9th. It ’s organized 

by the Strike MoMA working group of the 

International Imagination of Anti-national 

Anti-imperialist Feelings. The IIAAF. I fucking 

love the title of the organization. This is not 

some isolated organization’s work. It has 

been happening in conversation with literally 

dozens of organizations and people, includ-

ing, but not limited to groups like Artists for 

a Post-MoMA Future, Comité Boricua En La 

Diáspora, Curators and Educators for De-

colonization, Decolonize This Place, Direct 

Action Front for Palestine, Insurgent Poets 

Society, MoMA Divest, Take Back the Bronx, 

We Will Not Be Silent, i could spend the next 

10 minutes just talking about all the organiza-

tions backing this up. So i wanna continue my 

comments by amplifying the message of this 

upcoming strike. It states an understanding 

that museums are inseparable from the societ-

ies that sponsor and canonize them, or as the 

strike organizers phrase it, and i’m quoting 

them here: “The MoMA exists on the same 

plane as the violence of the ruling class that 

has controlled it.” All right....
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This dossier of materials is the first installation of Writing 

for Post-MoMA Futures, a collaborative project with the 

Verso blog intended to build the intellectual and relational 

infrastructure of the Strike MoMA initiative over the course 

of the Ten Weeks of Action and beyond. The release of the 

dossier is a real-time contribution to Week 4 of this initiative, 

and is interwoven with two other events this week. The first 

is a conversation (included below) between Ariella Azoulay, 

Shellyne Rodriguez, Dalaeja Foreman, and Nitasha Dhillon 

about the task of what Azoulay calls “abolishing MoMA” 

and its significance for collective liberation struggles 

beyond the art system. The second is the Ruins of Modernity 

Tour, which gets under way just as this dossier goes live. 

Conceived as a direct action, the tour will lead from 

Columbus Circle to MoMA and represents an escalation and 

intensification of the Strike MoMa initiative.

This dossier assembles a variety of movement-generated 

writings by organizers, artists, scholars, and educators, 

blurring the boundary between these roles. Included here 

are outlines of Strike MoMA working groups, movement 

analysis, poetic texts, and theoretical interventions. These 

materials present a variety of forms, aesthetics, and 

emphases. What brings them together is that they share 

Strike MoMa: Framework and Terms for Struggle document 

as a horizon, embracing its call to imagine and enact the 

dismantling of MoMa with a diversity of tactics and visions. 

These materials have been produced within and for the 

movement spaces that have been opened since the release 

of that document on March 23, including the weekly pop-up 

de-occupation at Post-MoMA plaza across from the museum 

and its parallel online gathering for those unable to be 

there physically. In other words, these texts are operational 

and time-specific interventions that are helping to cultivate, 

deepen, and strengthen the emerging Strike MoMA 

formation as it grows. This common ethos and relational 

affinity is what binds them as an editorial assemblage, 

and together they establish the beginnings of a collective 

conversation that will unfold in later phases of Writing For 

Post-MoMA Futures, as well as forthcoming iterations of the 

Ruins of Modernity tour in coming weeks.

*  *  *  *  *

On April 23, an email was sent by Strike MoMa organizers 

to MoMA Director Glenn Lowry  announcing their intent 

to bring the Ruins of Modernity Tour into the museum. In 

the email, they address a letter sent to staff by Lowry (and 

subsequently leaked by workers) in which he charges that 

Strike MoMA’s motivation is to “destroy the museum.” In 

response, organizers write:

Your attempt to conflate striking MoMA with 

“destruction” amounts to fear mongering, as if it were 

us, rather than the oligarchs, who embody a threat to 

culture, art, and society. MoMA has been a mechanism 

of destruction since its inception with the Rockefellers. 

Its claims for enlightenment and progress have always 

been in ruins; we are heightening this condition and 

its related contradictions. You invoke “the museum” 

as if it were a homogenous community with a unified 

interest; but everyone knows it is a site of class struggle 

and riven with antagonisms, however many reassuring 

emails you send or conversations you have with staff. 

The MoMA regime is a system of power and wealth 

that harms people, that uses art as an instrument of 

accumulation, and that makes empty appeals to what 

you call “the public good” while covering for billionaires 

like Leon Black, Larry Fink, and Jerry Speyer, whose 

names have become synonymous with patriarchal 

violence, the carceral state, climate destruction, neo-

feudal landlordism, and direct support for the NYPD 

Foundation. Disassemble, dismantle, abolish. All these 

verbs apply when we are talking about destroying an 

apparatus of violence so that something else can emerge, 

something controlled by workers, communities, and 

artists rather than oligarchs.

Lowry’s fear mongering is to be expected given that 

Strike MoMA directly threatens the MoMA regime he 

is tasked with managing. However, his invocation of 

“destruction” finds echoes in a more diffuse sense of 

cognitive dissonance percolating across the art system, 

as when we overhear the idea that Strike MoMa is 

aiming to “cancel” MoMA in the manner of a disgraced 

celebrity. The current movement strikes at the core of the 

art system. The struggle against settler institutions like the 

museum and the university is unsettling to all of our ways 

of being. For many artists, critics, curators, it is difficult 

to divest from an institution that has convinced the world 

of its necessity and permanence, and around which many 

professional profiles revolve. As stated in the Strike 

MoMa document, striking MoMA is not about moralizing 

from a place of purity. It is about “heightening 

contradictions” to the point that the apparatus breaks 

down so that something else can emerge, something 

based in values of care, generosity, and cooperation 

rather than property, profit, and imperial plunder.

Seeing the continuities between imperialism and the 

contemporary museum becomes all the more resonant 

in light of a recent development at MoMA that follows 

on the heels of the announcement of the tour by Strike 

MoMa. This past Tuesday, after months of silence from 

MoMA, it was officially announced that Leon Black’s 

replacement will be Marie-Josee Kravis, a long-time 

board MoMA board member.

As Strike MoMA put it in a statement released to journalists 

on April 28 in advance of the Ruins of Modernity Tour:

The replacement of Leon Black by Marie-Josee Kravis is 

a game of musical chairs. For us, the issue is not one bad 

board member. They are all part of the same “interlocking 

directorate”  whose violence is accumulated in the very 

structure of the museum and the power grid of the city 

surrounding it. Kravis is deeply involved in a network of 

think tanks that make up the intellectual and operational 

infrastructure of the global ruling class. She is the vice 

Chair and Senior Fellow of the right-wing Hudson Institute, 

started by Rand Corporation executives and connected to 

the Institute For Advanced Study in Princeton. It has given 

awards to figures including Ronald Regan, Henry Kissinger, 

Benjamin Netanyahu, Paul Ryan, Marco Rubio, and Vice 

President Mike Pence. She is a member of the Council on 

Foreign Relations, the Bilderberg Group, and is active as 

Chairwoman Emeritus of the Economic Club of New York. 

This elite planning body hosted a nationally-televised speech 

by Donald Trump in 2019, and Kravis personally introduced

a speech by Trump’s Secretary of State Mike Pompeo less 

than a year ago. At this level of the power elite, ideological 

lines between liberals and Trumpists break down. It is 

about consolidating ruling class governance in the face of 

heightening contradictions. The profile of Kravis only adds 

to the case against MoMA. Her name now appears in the 

limelight alongside better-known board members like Larry 

Fink, CEO of Blackrock and supporter of the New York 

City Police Foundation, and Glenn Dubin, the hedge fund 

billionaire who has been explicitly named as a participant 

in Epstein’s inner circle of sexual abuse on his private 

Caribbean island. The election of Kravis to the head of the 

board makes the stakes of striking MoMA all the more clear 

for our communities and movements for collective liberation.

The Writing for Post-MoMA Futures project is woven into 

the work of organizing against the forces of death and 

destruction represented by a figure like Kravis and her 

affiliated institutions. The materials appearing here and in 

future iterations are concrete contributions to developing 

the framework for what it means to simultaneously exit the 

apparatus of MoMA while imagining and building counter-

institutions. They point in the direction of Phase 2 of Strike 

MoMA, which will unfold later this year with a Convening 

for a Just Transition to Post-MoMa Futures.

Introduction to Writing for 
Post-MoMA Futures, Part I
(April 9, 2021)

https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/5048-writing-for-post-moma-futures
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/5048-writing-for-post-moma-futures
https://www.strikemoma.org/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/60860f550c67413bde0e8d6c/1619398485178/Ruins+of+Modernity+Tour.jpg
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/60860f550c67413bde0e8d6c/1619398485178/Ruins+of+Modernity+Tour.jpg
https://hyperallergic.com/636748/activists-museum-of-modern-art-strike-moma/
https://www.strikemoma.org/communications
https://www.strikemoma.org/communications
https://hyperallergic.com/640625/in-a-letter-to-momas-director-activists-declare-plan-to-protest-inside-museum/
https://hyperallergic.com/640625/in-a-letter-to-momas-director-activists-declare-plan-to-protest-inside-museum/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/27/arts/design/leon-black-marie-josee-kravis-moma.html
https://hyperallergic.com/641899/moma-announces-new-board-chair-to-replace-leon-black/
https://hyperallergic.com/641899/moma-announces-new-board-chair-to-replace-leon-black/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interlocking_directorate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interlocking_directorate
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZEih3vwPT2o&t=5s
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_Club_of_New_York
https://www.econclubny.org/recent-speakers/-/blogs/michael-pompeo
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jemimamcevoy/2020/09/08/virgin-islands-to-subpoena-hedge-fund-billionaire-glenn-dubin-in-epstein-case/?sh=3f1c6ec26ad9
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THE ART OF MAIMING:
A RESEARCH WORKING GROUP

text by Jasbir K. Puar, working group member

The research-intensive working group 
is focused on excavating and exposing 
the circuits of capital that make the 
Settler Museum possible. Through our 
research we intend to unravel these 
circuits to reveal and imagine other ways 
of being in relation. Warren Kanders 
(Whitney/Safariland), Leon Black 
(MOMA/Jeffrey Epstein), and Darren 
Walker (Ford Foundation/”humane” 
jails) have been rendered monstrous 
exceptions or benevolent “best of” 
capitalists in a system that relies on the 
wealthy washing their money through 
philanthropic arenas and institutions. In 
actuality, none of these philanthropists 
are exceptional. Rather their profit-
making practices and ideological 
orientations to capitalism and 
exploitation are normative, typical, 
expected, lauded, and justified as the 
only way to create urban spaces of 
cultural value. 

There is much more work to be done 
to unearth these carceral assemblages 
of the settler museum, board of 
director members, benefactors, and 
the industries that make money for 
philanthropists: “humane” weapons 
manufacturing companies; housing 
and business development projects that 
gentrify neighborhoods and fracture 
communities; support of building more 

prisons; Zionist efforts to suppress 
freedom of speech on Palestine; liaisons 
with sexual predators and violent “white 
collar” criminals; corporate corruption 
and malfeasance. 

As a methodological approach we 
refuse to accept the mystification of 
capitalist exploitation presented by 
the lexicon of financialization. We 
labor in tandem with the Strike MOMA 
Working Group in the spirit of not only 
decolonial and abolitionist futures but 
decolonization and abolition now. 
This research is necessary tactically, 
to use as leverage in the media and 
for impact, to disseminate information 
in order to discredit and to educate, 
to demand acknowledgement of the 
great harms of these institutions, and 
to execute certain actions to solicit 
their dismantling. This research is in 
concert with movement pedagogy that 
seeks to unsettle everything.

In short, we do not need profit 
from war, economies of maiming 
and death, labor exploitation, land 
grabs, settler colonialism, and the 
prison industrial complex in order 
to have sustainable, nourishing, 
representative, and accessible 
ar tistic work grounded in community 
needs and desires. 

Britt from Wardance Collective
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Decolonize Ayiti Working Group (April 9)

On Friday April 9, a group of performance artists in the Dominican Republic gathered in solidarity with 
Strike MoMA working group in NY.

Performance artist La Gran Mawon along with Mache Mache performed in the Parque Cervantes while 
a projection by artists Jehdy Vargas and Zahir Ajam played in the background.

Decolonize Ayiti released this statement along with these videos:

We are interested in beginning the conversation and thoughts of decolonization of DR/
HAITI. Holding MoMA accountable for the use of their blood money via the streams of 
Leon Black & Jeffery Epstein. The class war being raised is connected to the big money in 
MoMA. On the 9th artist La Gran Mawon along with Mache Mache and Jehdy Vargas 
want to discuss the wall that’s being built between the DR and Haiti (Fuck the wall) and 
question where is this money coming from, the artist want to discuss a strike against the 
Dominican Nationalist that are anti Haitian (Fuck Xenophobia and Fuck White Suprem-
acy), we wanted to start the conversation of all the horrible Columbus sculptures in DR 
— specifically the one with Anacaona reaching up to him and how problematic it is for the 
true story of colonization.

Together we want to talk in solidarity about modernity, we are talking about our bodies in 
these spaces of big money like MoMA that have captivity and a budget to create culture 
change. They want our art, music, dances but they don’t want us says they want to continue 
to take our creativity to show white and rich people how the “abstract other” lives or mi-
nority, or person of poverty lives but yet when they bring us into these spaces we are dying 
because we don’t have health insurance and we are scrambling writing artist grants to even 
be able to make work says artist Brittney from Get Dis War Dance Collective. Strike MoMA 
is about taking roots. It is about imagining what kind of nutrition can exist for a post MoMA 
future that doesn’t accept blood money and war criminals on their boards.

For 10 weeks we want to organize a group of Dominican artists in support of Haiti and 
start the conversation of decolonization that needs to be had out here with the Dominican 
Nationalist that are trying to build a wall. This strike will be in conversation with strike 
MoMA and calling out all of the blood money connected to the museum via Leon Black 
and Jeffery Epstein and many more.

As indigenous, brown, black, queer and trans artist our artwork has been made unsafe. 
For 10 weeks we want to raise awareness of the class war being raised around the world 
which is connected to the big money and blood money at MoMA. We want to facilitate 

multiple conversations and would love the support of the folks that are organizing right 
now on the ground in Haiti--I reached out to some organizers to start the conversation that 
needs to be had out here.

Ello lanzaron esta declaración junto con el video:

Estamos interesados en comenzar la conversación y los pensamientos de descolonización 
de RD / HAITÍ. Hacer responsable al MoMA por el uso de su dinero de sangre a través 
de las corrientes de Leon Black y Jeffery Epstein. La guerra de clases que se está plant-
eando está relacionada con el gran dinero en MoMA. El día 9, los artistas de La Gran 
Mawon junto con Mache Mache y Jehdy Vargas quieren hablar de el muro que se está 
construyendo entre la República Dominicana y Haiti (que se joda el muro) y cuestionar de 
dónde viene este dinero, los artistas quieren hacer una huelga contra los nacionalistas do-
minicanos que son anti-haitianos (Fuck Xenophobia y Fuck supremacia blanca), queríamos 
comenzar la conversación sobre todas las horribles esculturas de Colón en RD, específi-
camente la de Anacaona acercándose a él y lo problemático que es para la verdadera 
historia de la colonización.

Juntos queremos hablar solidariamente de la modernidad, estamos hablando de nuestros 
cuerpos en estos espacios de mucho dinero como el MoMA que tienen cautiverio y un pre-
supuesto para generar cambio de cultura. Quieren nuestro arte, música, bailes pero no nos 
quieren dice que quieren seguir llevando nuestra creatividad para mostrarle a la gente blan-
ca y rica cómo vive el “otro abstracto” o la minoría, o la persona de la pobreza, pero aún 
cuando traen Nos estamos muriendo en estos espacios porque no tenemos seguro médico 
y estamos luchando con las subvenciones para artistas escritores para poder hacer trabajo, 
dice artista Britney de Get Dis War Dance Collective. Strike MoMA se trata de echar raíces. 
Se trata de imaginar qué tipo de nutrición puede existir para un futuro posterior al MOMA 
que no acepte dinero de sangre y criminales de guerra en sus foros.

Durante 10 semanas queremos organizar un grupo de artistas dominicanos en apoyo 
de Haití y comenzar la conversación de descolonización que se debe tener aquí con los 
nacionalistas dominicanos que están tratando de construir un muro. Esta huelga estará 
en conversación con la huelga MoMA y llamará a todo el dinero de sangre conectado al 
museo a través de Leon Black y Jeffery Epstein y muchos más.

Como artistas indígenas, morenos, negros, queer y trans, nuestra obra de arte se ha 
vuelto insegura. Durante 10 semanas queremos crear conciencia sobre la guerra de clases 
que se está levantando en todo el mundo y que está relacionada con el gran dinero y el 
dinero de sangre en el MoMA. Queremos facilitar múltiples conversaciones y nos encan-
taría el apoyo de la gente que se está organizando en este momento en Haití. Me comu-
niqué con algunos organizadores para iniciar la conversación que se debe tener aquí.

https://www.instagram.com/lagranmawon/
https://www.instagram.com/lagranmawon/
https://www.instagram.com/machemacheorq/
https://www.instagram.com/machemacheorq/
https://www.instagram.com/jehdyvargas/
https://www.instagram.com/jehdyvargas/
https://www.instagram.com/zahir_mawon/
https://www.instagram.com/zahir_mawon/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=GdJXjow843M&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=4&v=GQ0vLqWS9Rw&feature=emb_logo
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DATE: April 23, 2021

TO: Glenn Lowry, David Rockefeller Director, Museum of Modern Art
FROM: Direct Action Working Group of the International Imagination of Anti-national Anti-imperialist Feelings (IIAAF)
RE: Notice of Intention and Expectations for The Ruins of Modernity Tour Dear Glenn Lowry,

We are writing to notify you that on Friday, April 30, a group of students, scholars, artists, community organiz-
ers, and former MoMA workers intend to conduct a self-organized tour of Midtown, including the interior of 
MoMA. The tour is entitled The Ruins of Modernity: From the City to the Museum, and it enacts the ideas laid 
out in Strike MoMA: Terms and Framework for Struggle. This is an educational and cultural event. It will begin 
by highlighting the connections between MoMA and ruling class power at the scales of the city and the globe. 
It will end with a direct inspection of the operational infrastructure of the museum building itself.

We understand that Free Fridays are currently suspended, and MoMA workers have informed us that since our 
gatherings began across the street under the banner of Post-MoMA Futures, tickets are now required to enter 
the lobby of the museum. For the tour this Friday, we do not intend to pay the $25 entry fee. We believe that 
this fee should not exist at all for anyone. We expect to be able to enter the museum without incident. We do 
not want the MoMA staff to be put in the difficult position of being told by management to deny entry to the 
tour. We also expect that you will not invite NYPD officers inside or around the museum in response to the tour. 
Involving the police will create an unsafe environment for everyone. We will operate in a Covid-aware manner, 
including the wearing of masks.

We also would like to address a few points related to the letter you sent to all MoMA staff on April 15th. In that 
letter, you falsely attribute to us the motivation of “destroying the museum.” Your attempt to conflate striking 
MoMA with “destruction” amounts to fearmongering, as if it were us, rather than the oligarchs, who embody a 
threat to culture, art, and society. MoMA has been a mechanism of destruction since its inception with the Rocke-
fellers. Its claims for enlightenment and progress have always been in ruins; we are heightening this condition and 
its related contradictions. You invoke “the museum” as if it were a homogenous community with a unified interest; 
but everyone knows it is a site of class struggle and riven with antagonisms, however many reassuring emails you 
send or conversations you have with staff. The MoMA regime is a system of power and wealth that harms peo-
ple, that uses art as an instrument of accumulation, and that makes empty appeals to what you call “the public 
good” while covering for billionaires like Leon Black, Larry Fink, and Jerry Speyer, whose names have become 
synonymous with patriarchal violence, the carceral state, climate destruction, neo-feudal landlordism, and direct 
support for the NYPD Foundation. Disassemble, dismantle, abolish. All these verbs apply when we are talking 
about destroying an apparatus of violence so that something else can emerge, something controlled by workers, 
communities, and artists rather than oligarchs.

Finally, we take this opportunity to set the record straight: despite your denials, you did indeed fire many work-
ers from MoMA last year. Some of them will be with us on the tour. The fact that they were uncontracted does 
not make them disposable or unworthy of being counted. The walls separating the museum from the city have 
always been an illusion. The Ruins of Modernity tour operationalizes this fact, and sees the museum on the 
same plane of violence as nearby places like Columbus Circle and Blackrock HQ, and, directly adjacent to the 
museum itself, the ultra-luxury 53W53 “MoMA Tower.”

Thank you, and we appreciate your cooperation, 
Direct Action Working Group of IIAAF

Glen Lowry Email to Staff (April 14)

Dear all,

This weekend, we welcomed about 5,000 visitors to the Museum—a strong reminder that our fellow New Yorkers 
continue to seek out safe, inspiring, and joyful experiences in our galleries. The news on COVID-19 in New York 
remains optimistic: positivity and hospitalization rates have declined and nearly one in four New Yorkers is now 
vaccinated. Please remember that you can find details on vaccine appointment availability at sources like New 
York State’s Am I Eligible Website or TurboVax, we’ve set up computers in the Staff Caff you can use to book ap-
pointments, and you can work with your managers to take up to four hours of paid leave to accommodate each 
scheduled vaccine dose.

As you heard on Friday from ***** *******, a group of approximately 20 peaceful protesters gathered in the 
late afternoon in Union Plaza across the street from the Museum, for about 90 minutes. MoMA respects the right to 
protest, and I want to thank everyone in our security, visitor engagement, membership, and retail teams who worked 
so well together to respect the action taking place, while staying focused on protecting the health and safety of each 
other and our visitors, and keeping our Museum spaces peaceful and welcoming.

We can all be proud of the Museum’s long history of making space for voices to be heard. You may have read in 
the press that the group which gathered on Friday is calling for “disassembling” MoMA and all museums so they no 
longer exist, and I’d like to take a moment to speak to that. I do not agree that dismantling MoMA, or any museums, 
serves the best interests of the public. I believe we collectively provide an important public good that benefits mil-
lions of people, of all socio-economic backgrounds, races, and geographies. My focus is on ensuring that we, and 
as many cultural institutions as possible, survive the crisis of the pandemic and continue to serve future generations. 
I am proud that we have been able to keep all staff of the Museum employed. I am proud that we have an increas-
ingly diverse staff and program. I am proud of our collaborative efforts to address issues of race, equity, and justice 
in all that we do. Do we have a lot more work to do? For sure. Can we be an even better institution? For sure. Is the 
protesters’ call to destroy MoMA the solution?

I don’t see that helping anyone. I look forward to working together, with all of you, to continue building a better 
MoMA for all.

Finally, as a reminder, these resources are always available to you:

  Our employee assistance program, ***@************, is a free benefit to staff that can provide resourc-
es, referrals, and counseling for overall well-being. All calls are free and services are confidential. You can 
reach the service at 1-800-***-**** or online at ***********.com with the code: ****. CCA’s special 
focus for April webinars is Financial Planning and Security. You can find more details in the attached flyer.

  Don’t forget the helpful IT Guidance and FAQs on the Staff Site. The IT helpdesk is open Monday-Friday 
between 9:00am-6:00pm at 212-***-****.
For the latest health updates and guidance on the COVID-19 situation:
     Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html
     NY State Department of Health: https://coronavirus.health.ny.gov/home
     NYC Health Department: nyc.gov/health/coronavirus
     NY State Vaccine Eligibility: https://am-i-eligible.covid19vaccine.health.ny.gov/
     TurboVax: https://www.turbovax.info/

Be safe and well,
Glenn
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The replacement of Leon Black by Marie-Josee Kravis 

is a game of musical chairs. They are all part of the 

same interlocking directorate whose violence is accu-

mulated in the very structure of the museum and the 

power grid of the city surrounding it. Kravis is deeply 

connected to an archipelago of think tanks that make 

up the intellectual and operational infrastructure of 

the global ruling class. She is the vice Chair and Se-

nior Fellow of the right-wing Hudson Institute, start-

ed by Rand Corporation executives, which has giv-

en awards to figures including Ronald Regan, Henry 

Kissinger, Benjamin Netanyahu, Paul Ryan, Marco 

Rubio, and Vice President Mike Pence. She is a mem-

ber of the Council on Foreign Relations, the Bildeberg 

Group, and is active as Chairwoman Emeritus of the 

Economic Club of New York, an elite planning body 

which hosted a nationally-televised speech by Don-

ald Trump in 2019. At this level of the power elite, 

ideological lines between liberals and Trumpists break 

down. It is about consolidating ruling class governance 

in the face of movements for collective liberation.

Eddie Arroyo
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Read Lowry’s email to staff on May 3, 2021 reproduced in full here: 

Dear all,

I have an update to share with you about the events caused by the protesters at the Museum on Friday. 

First, and most importantly, I want to let you know that the two security officers who were injured by the 

protesters’ attacks and required immediate medical treatment have received care and are recovering.

You may have seen press reports over the weekend of protesters’ allegations that the Museum refused to 

allow them to enter and provoked the violence which occurred, and that one of them was attacked by a 

security officer. 

As we confirmed to the press before the activists arrived onsite, we anticipated a peaceful protest, and we 

were prepared to respect and accommodate their activity so long as they respected New York State’s and 

City’s COVID-19 requirements of masking, social-distancing, and temperature screening. 

When our frontline colleagues asked the protesters to all wear masks and enter safely, they outright 

refused. They repeatedly threatened to “walk through” MoMA staff and force their way in, while they 

verbally and physically assaulted our security officers. Following our established safety protocols, it 

was decided to close the Museum doors because the protesters chose not to act safely or peacefully.  

Despite the closure of the Museum, a splinter group of protesters breached the staff entrance at 11 W 

53rd Street, repeatedly assaulted security officers there, and trespassed by forcing entry into the Museum. 

Our security officers acted with professionalism in the face of unwarranted harassment and assault. Any 

physical contact that occurred on Friday was the result of protesters’ actions. At no time did a security 

officer attack a protester. Neither the Museum, nor the security officers, caused or deserved the violent 

choices made by protesters on Friday. 

We owe our security colleagues an enormous debt of gratitude for protecting us, our visitors, and the 

Museum on Friday afternoon with dignity and restraint, despite the horrible pressure they were under and 

the abuse they faced. They have earned and deserve our respect and support. 

Friday was a harrowing day at the Museum. The violence by the protestors left everyone who witnessed 

it in shock. There is no condition under which we will allow anyone’s health or safety to be put at risk. 

We will always do everything possible to keep everyone safe.

Glenn
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Glenn D. Lowry
The David Rockefeller Director
Read Strike MoMA’s response, reproduced in full:

Glenn Lowry: Gaslighter-in-Chief of MoMA
Following our action at MoMA last Friday, we are hearing from workers inside the museum 
that David Rockefeller Director Glenn Lowry and the MoMA regime are creating an environ-
ment of fear, intimidation, and confusion among the staff. We let Lowry know a week in ad-
vance that we would be assembling inside the museum, and stated our expectation that we 
be allowed to enter without incident. Contrary to the museum’s account, we were not offered 
safe passage, and in fact were met with physical force by security in front of the museum. 
We will be releasing video to this effect. The regime has constructed a false narrative of the 
day, attributing violence to our movement in order to distract from the actual violence of the 
billionaires who own and control the museum. This is more than a PR crisis for the museum. 
It amounts to a counter-insurgency campaign, with psychological operations at its core. 
Outright distortions, lies, fabrications. Emotional manipulation. Gaslighting. Fearmongering. 

Every word and action that emanates from the museum leadership should be understood as 
part of a class war being waged from above: their endgame is to prop up the interlocking di-
rectorate of power, wealth, and authority that Lowry is sworn to protect. This includes newly 
elected board president Marie-José Kravis. She is Chair Emerita at the right-wing Economic 
Club of New York, and a donor and friend to Donald Trump.

Kravis exemplifies the ruling class interests which Lowry serves. He lives rent-free in a luxury 
apartment in Museum Tower next to MoMA given to him by the museum board, supplement-
ing his two million dollar salary. He is their agent and class ally. His words are their words. 
Imagine them spoken by Kravis, Leon Black, Larry Fink, or even the billionaire whose name 
his directorship is literally named after: David Rockefeller. Lowry is no more a friend of work-
ers than Rockefeller or, for the matter, Trump. 

Lowry is the gaslighter-in-chief of MoMA. He appeals to the virtues of free speech on one 
hand. On the other, he creates a siege mentality at the museum, sows fear and division 
among the staff, and demonizes dissidents. Glenn the Gaslighter is not to be trusted. We 
will not stand for Lowry’s Lies. Against his attempts to silence and terrify staff, we are 
now determining ways to support MoMA workers emotionally and materially who are 
ready to cross the threshold of fear. Platforms are available to speak out against the cur-
rent counter-insurgency campaign and the bigger goals it serves in protecting the power 
of the board at the expense of workers, artists, and communities. Stay tuned for further 
direct communications on our social media, and as always, we will be holding space 
every Friday at 4 PM at the plaza across from MoMA, as well as online. Our solidarity 
with workers and staff remains unconditional. 
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We the undersigned artists, critics, 
scholars, and organizers are writing 
to express our support for the 
Palestinian struggle against Israeli 
colonial rule and its apartheid system. 
We feel it is urgent to highlight the 
connections between the ongoing 
violence of Israel against the 
Palestinian people and a leading 
institution of the art system, namely 
the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). 
This letter aims to build decolonial 
solidarity across borders by drawing 
attention to MoMA’s entanglement 
with the mutually reinforcing projects 
of settler-colonialism, imperialism, and 
racial capitalism in Palestine, the U.S. 
and around the world. When we focus 
on the interlocking directorate of the 
MoMA board, the museum becomes 
visible as a shared site of action for 
our interconnected struggles. This 
works against the all-too-frequent 
isolation and exceptionalization of 
Palestine, and strengthens the bonds 
between Free Palestine, Indigenous 
sovereignty, Black Freedom 

Movements and all other movements 
for land, life, and liberation, from 
Puerto Rico to Kashmir and beyond.

Violence against Palestinians has 
intensified in recent weeks, first with 
the ongoing forcible displacement 
of families in Sheikh Jarrah, then 
with the violent incursion into the 
Al-Aqsa Mosque, followed by the 
carpet-bombing of Gaza, and a 
series of organized settler attacks 
across occupied Palestine. This 
has included attacks on spaces 
for media, culture, and art, most 
recently Dar Yusuf Nasri Jacir for 
Art and Research in Bethlehem. 
At the same time, these attacks 
have united Palestinians both on 
the ground and in the diaspora, 
with resistance proliferating in 
a diversity of forms: yesterday, 
a General Strike shut down the 
entirety of historic Palestine, and 
massive marches have taken place 
in cities throughout the world, 
with #PalestineStrike as a shared 

declaration of agency, dignity, and 
solidarity.

Cultural institutions are part 
and parcel of struggles against 
settler-colonial violence. 600+ 
cultural workers have announced 
a boycott of Zabludowicz Art 
Trust in London on account of that 
organization’s ties to the Israeli 
military. The Boycott Divestment 
Sanctions (BDS) movement is 
gaining momentum, including the 
affiliated Palestinian Campaign 
for the Academic and Cultural 
Boycott of Israel. As part of the 
Palestine mobilizations in New York 
last week, hundreds gathered at 
MoMA, where a young man was 
arrested and beaten by the NYPD. 
The police had been called to the 
scene by the museum, which on 
the same day announced that it 
would be permanently banning five 
organizers from stepping foot in 
the museum.

Strike MoMA: A Call to Action
Letter hosted by Social Text blog: 

https://socialtextjournal.org/free-palestine-strike-moma-a-call-to-action/

Why show up at MoMA? Why now? 
Because many members of the MoMA 
board are directly involved with 
support for Israel’s apartheid rule, 
artwashing not only the occupation of 
Palestine but also broader processes 
of disposession and war around the 
world. Consider Steven Tananbaum, 
CEO of GoldenTree, a hedge fund 
known for profiteering from the 
Puerto Rico debt crisis. Tananbaum’s 
foundation donated 1.8 million dollars 
to “support Israel by sending young 
adults to Israel” via the Art Institute 
of Chicago, dwarfing his $400,000 
contribution to MoMA itself that 
year. Daniel Och, CEO of Och-Ziff 
Capital, also known for its plunder 
of Puerto Rico, is a current member 
and former chairman of the Birthright 
Foundation, which is also partly 
funded by the Israeli state. Birthright 
tours aim to recruit Jewish youth 
from around the world, especially 
American Jews, to the Zionist cause 
while sanitizing the occupation and 
erasing Palestinians. Leon Black,
best known for his connections with 
Jeffery Epstein, has donated more 
than 1 million to Birthright as well. 
Paula Crown’s wealth comes from her 
husband, James Crown’s armaments 
company General Dynamics, whose 
Land Systems division works closely
with Israeli military technology 
companies, and the Israeli Occupation 
Forces themselves (General Dynamics 
products have also been used in 
the bombing of Yemen by the Saudi 
government). The MK-84 bombs 
being dropped on Gaza by the 
Israeli air force are made by General 
Dynamics. The Paula and James 
Crown Creativity Lab on the second 
floor of the museum stands while 
homes, schools, hospitals, and media 
offices in Gaza are flattened.

Finally, MoMA’s Honorary Chair 
Ronald Lauder is president of the 
World Jewish Congress, which has 
long campaigned in defense of 
Zionist policies, and, most recently, 
has lobbied numerous heads of 
state including those of Britain and
Germany to adopt the International 

Holocaust Remembrance 
Association’s definition of anti-
Semitism. This definition is widely 
used to conflate criticism of Israel 
with Anti-Semitism, and has resulted 
in the proscription and criminalization 
of speech in support of Palestinian 
liberation (including but not limited to 
BDS) as a nefarious form of racism-
-a development that should concern 
everyone in the arts. This definition of 
Anti-Semitism also serves to collapse 
a plurality of Jewish identities into 
one identity indissociable from the 
state of Israel, tacitly condoning 
the violence it perpetrates in their 
name. This is a form of psychological 
warfare that defines Jewish people 
who speak out against the occupation 
as “traitors,” “self-hating Jews,” 
or even unworthy of having their 
voices considered Jewish at all. 
With this in mind, it is also worth 
mentioning the fact that Lauder is a
close friend and donor to Donald 
Trump, and is closely connected 
with the pro-Israel evangelical Right. 
This reliance on Trumpism and the 
Christian Right for Zionist support 
has ironically fuelled the growth of 
real movements for white supremacy 
and anti-Semitism in the U.S.

With figures like Lauder, Crown, and 
Tananbaum on its board, MoMA 
cannot pretend to stand apart 
from the attack on Gaza or the 
Occupation of the West Bank and 
Jerusalem more broadly. Because 
the corporate power and wealth that 
sits atop the museum suffuses all of 
its operations, there are no clean 
hands. Given these entanglements, 
we must understand the museum for 
what it is: not only a multi-purpose 
economic asset for billionaires, 
but also an expanded ideological 
battlefield through which those who 
fund apartheid and profit from war 
polish their reputations and normalize 
their violence. For MoMA’s 
board members, the trail of their 
malfeasance leads in many directions,
from fueling climate crisis to support 
for the NYPD Foundation to the 
extractivist violence of the Cisneros 

empire. But there is no denying that 
Palestine is one of the crime scenes 
of the MoMA board. We do not 
expect, nor do we call for, any 
statement of concern from MoMA. 
Let us remember that a year ago 
after the murders of Breonna Taylor, 
George Floyd, Ahmaud Aubery 
that museums issued statements of 
solidarity with Black Lives Matter, 
only to board up their windows as 
the rebellion unfolded.

For those who love Palestine, we 
have waited too long for this moment 
to not say what needs to be said 
despite the fear, the risk, the cost, 
of speaking out and naming things 
for what they are. We stand with 
Palestine, or we stand with silence, 
aiding and abetting the disaster. 
We unequivocally denounce the 
continuation of the Israeli settler 
colonial project, its apartheid regime, 
and the interlocking technologies of 
power and violence that enable it. 
We unequivocally support the right of 
return for all Palestinian refugees. We 
call upon our friends, colleagues, and 
communities to join the struggle for a 
free Palestine.

This Friday, May 21 at 4 PM Est. 
people will gather at MoMA. We 
call on the museum to respect 
people’s right to protest, and to 
refrain from involving the NYPD, 
which creates an unsafe environment 
for everyone involved. For those 
who are not in New York City or 
who otherwise cannot participate 
in person, an online assembly will 
also be held. We encourage and 
support autonomous parallel actions, 
wherever they may take place. To 
join the online assembly or to share 
information about parallel actions, 
write to freepalestine_strikemoma@
protonmail.com

FREE PALESTINE/STRIKE MOMA

Signatories
Zarouhie Abdalian
Jaishri Abichandani
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:

On 1 May, 2021, the Artists For A Post-MoMA (A4PMF) Future working group of Strike MoMA nominated The 
Museum of Modern Art as an at-risk cultural heritage site to the World Monument Fund (WMF).

The WMF’s open-call for nominations listed climate change as one of the key factors threatening cultural sites around 
the world. In their application, A4PMF state:

“The museum’s Board of Trustees is explicitly connected to industries that contribute to ecocide and climate change. 
But let us also consider the climate change in the museum and how it affects artworks and apply the same analogy 
to the artists and to the public. A museum would never compromise the physical integrity of an artwork by showing 
it in conditions (high temperatures, low relative humidity) that are deemed unsafe. Why then would they compromise 
the integrity of an artist by asking them to show in a place that makes conditions unsafe for others?

“As artists, art workers and stakeholders engage in protests against the museum, they are painted as iconoclasts and 
barbarians at the gate. Yet, it must be argued that the stewardship of important cultural heritage by those profiting 
from ecocide, human trafficking, inequality, precarity, anti-Blackness, militarism and misogyny poses a direct threat to 
the integrity of the artwork. For example, when someone like Leon Black, who sits on the MoMA Board of Trustees 
and whose Apollo Holdings owns Constellis, a private ‘security’ company formerly known as Blackwater, also owns 
Edvard Munch’s The Scream, it is hard to not see the blood spilled in Baghdad’s Nisour Square in 2007 when look-
ing at this painting. That kind of damage cannot be fixed by a museum’s conservator or mitigated by better climate 
control conditions.”

A4PMF’s application also reiterated several key points in Strike MoMA’s Framework for Struggle as a call to imag-
ine something new that can emerge when exiting MoMA’s untenable institutional model.

“A departure from the museum’s imbrication with toxic philanthropy requires abolition of its current billionaire class 
Board of Trustees and donors. This in itself is a radical act, but the beautiful thing about this is that many of the 
inspiring works in MoMA’s collection are themselves radical acts. Being able to restore the vision imbued in many of 
these works will benefit the public at large in showing that art needn’t only be symbolic. We can mean what we say. 
It would no doubt improve stewardship if we were to collectively draft a model in which the museum could truly be 
a site shepherded and cared for by communities who are otherwise displaced and disenfranchised by the economic 
and political forces that allow for the museum to grow and expand in a needlessly monstrous manner.”

The WMF application called for 12 images to illustrate the threats to cultural heritage site. A4PMF included portraits 
of the members of the Board of Trustees with the descriptor “Damage to the artwork, examples 1-12.”

“Our current plan of action is to gather as a global community of artists, art workers, curators, conservators, schol-
ars, and citizens that adore art and the artworks in this historically essential museum,” the group stated in their appli-
cation. “We will collectively imagine, write, draw, model new ways and pragmatic strategies for loving and caring 
for these works in a way that abolishes elitism and the entanglements with profit generated from industries of harm.”

Yet another example of these toxic embroilments occurred shortly after the application was submitted, when Israel 
launched deadly ongoing attacks on Palestinian civilians in Gaza. The MK-84 bombs currently being dropped on 
Gaza by the Israeli air force are built by the armaments company General Dynamics, owned by Paula and James 
Crown, for whom MoMA’s Creativity Lab (located on the museum’s second floor) is named. Paula Crown is also a 
member of MoMA’s Board of Trustees.

“If MoMA is included in the 2022 World Monuments Watch, it would allow for people to see that there are ways 
in which art and culture are damaged that are less visible than iconoclasts wielding sledgehammers or acts of 
nature like erosion,” the working group wrote in the application’s conclusion. “We have the capacity and collective 
intelligence to change the status quo. Should the World Monuments Watch take this application seriously, it would 
deepen our conversation about these issues in a manner that is unprecedented.”

For more information or to see copies of the WMF application, please contact Artists For A Post-MoMA Future at 
artistspostmoma@protonmail.com
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IG @lessonsandlines
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The current rage for decolonisation affects 
every corner of our lives, but it has been 
most visible in the demands being made 
on art institutions. Pressure on large 
museums in Europe and the United States in 
particular is growing because their history 
of acquiring and collecting is so entangled 
with colonialism.

But decolonising the museum has to go far 
beyond returning plundered artefacts or 
tinkering with exhibition displays to present 
a more accurate version of history. The 
abject dependence of museums on corporate 
sponsorship and super-wealthy donors is 
increasingly coming under fire.

The crisis is most apparent in the operations 
of the more prominent museums. These 
institutions are the public face of the art 
world but their trustee boards are stacked 
with corporate freebooters whose business 
values are starkly at odds with those of the 
cultural creatives whose names and works 
they buy and sell.

A movement is afoot to root out 
“artwashing” – the custom of using art 
and culture to launder ill-gotten gains 
and predatory practices. These profits 
often stem from industries that harm the 
very communities that are supposed to 
enjoy and benefit from museums: prison 

expansion, weapons manufacturing, 
and development projects that gentrify 
neighbourhoods, among many others.

Several activist groups have sprung up to 
administer the strong medicine. In recent 
years, Liberate Tate and BP or Not BP 
have lobbied to “free art from oil” at 
leading British museums; PAIN (Prescription 
Addiction Intervention Now) targeted 
the patronage of several museums by the 
Sackler family, who profiteer from the 
opioid crisis in the US; Gulf Labor Coalition 
succeeded, for several years, in stopping 
the Guggenheim Museum in New York from 
building a new Abu Dhabi branch on the 
backs of abused workers; and Decolonize 
This Place ousted arms manufacturer 
Warren Kander from the board of Whitney 
Museum of American art.

Strike MoMA – a direct action initiative 
by artists targeting New York’s Museum 
of Modern Art – is the latest and most 
advanced effort to call out the unholy pact 
with big money. An all too cosy relationship 
with the disgraced Jeffrey Epstein forced 
financier Leon Black to step aside as board 
chair, and the museum has tried to ride out 
the scandal, hoping to avoid further scrutiny 
via the “bad apple” thesis.
But the row has proved to be a 
catalyst for Strike MoMA’s invitation 

DECOLONISING
THE  MUSEUM
There is a growing movement in the West 
to divorce art museums from big money.

Jasbir K. Puar and Andrew Ross, Al Jazeera (July 21 2021)

to reimagine a utopian version of the 
museum – based on the need to divorce 
the super-rich and more directly serve 
as a common meeting house for art 
communities and the public.

Expanding the meaning of 
decolonisation, Strike Moma is unsettling 
the normalisation of an art world that 
has been captured for ultra-luxury 
consumption by tycoons, oligarchs, and 
speculative market investors. Through a 
multiweek series of vir tual and on-site 
protests, workshops, panel discussions, 
mixed-media messaging, and a recent 
“Ruins of Modernity” tour of midtown 
Manhattan corporate buildings affiliated 
with board members, Strike Moma is 
tapping into a growing dissatisfaction 
with the increasingly frequent cosmetic 
responses from institutional leaders to 
their critics.

These responses range from diversifying 
the art on display, curators, and 
staff, to vetting board members for 
“good” philanthropists, and amping up 
charitable investments – in other words, 
replacing actors while keeping the 
structures of power intact. Instead, Strike 
MoMA proffers a vision of people and 
community-centred public art and control 
of relevant infrastructure which would 
be of, by, and for the people, including 
workers, artists, and communities. In 
keeping with this people-centred vision, 
the art activist group has sought to build 
alliances with low-wage employees in 
the museum including security, service 
and maintenance workers.

The actions of Strike MoMA appear to 
be amplifying the crisis of philanthropic 
legitimacy in New York City and other 

metropolitan centres of culture. A 
standard refrain coming from these circuits 
of the wealthy is that museums cannot 
exist without big money, appended with 
the conclusion that, on balance, this 
seemingly unchangeable reality is more 
good than bad.

MoMA director Glenn Lowry has 
responded to the weekly on-site 
demonstrations by accusing Strike MoMA 
of wanting to “disassemble” MoMA and 
all museums “so they no longer exist”. In 
contrast, Strike MoMA’s rhetoric varies 
from agitating for a “new MoMA” to 
a “post-MoMA museum” to a banner 
stationed outside MoMA during protests 
with the words “Post-MoMA Future” 
that presumably signals the possibilities 
of public art in formation. Nowhere, 
however, is there a vacuous call for the 
end of museums, nor a fixed blueprint for 
what might come next.

What is clear is that the art world, 
increasingly besieged by demands to 
dismantle longstanding hierarchies, 
cannot return to business as usual. 
Museums are no longer perceived as 
exceptional cultural institutions devoid 
of capitalist exploitation, neutral entities 
servicing only the public good, nor 
are they exempt from scrutiny of their 
histories of colonial extraction and 
complicity with corporate profiteering.

The contradiction between the expressive 
humanism at the heart of art-making and 
the wolfish appetites of these collectors has 
reached a breaking point. Agitation about 
the intimacy between culture and lucre is 
hardly new. But now that it is proceeding 
under the banner of decolonisation, the 
terms of engagement are shifting.
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Bringing Abolition to the Museum: 
an Interview with Shellyne Rodriguez
Billy Anania, Boston Review (June 17, 2021) 

Since early April, artists and workers have occupied the public square across from 
the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in Manhattan. Under the name Strike MoMA, 
they are protesting the financial entanglements of the museum’s wealthy patrons 
as well as the institution’s labor practices, including the furloughing of many 
employees during the COVID-19 pandemic. Building on the momentum of the past 
year’s social justice movements, Strike MoMA has pushed back on half measures 
offered to placate protesters. Organizers claim that only a radical readjustment will 
resolve their concerns about the museum’s ties to policing and crony capitalism. The 
coalition recently garnered support from artist groups such as Guerrilla Girls and 
Decolonize This Place, as well as activist-intellectuals including Angela Davis, Fred 
Moten, Sandy Grande, and Gayatri Spivak. Demonstrations were propelled into 
national news again in recent weeks when activists clashed with museum security 
guards, despite director Glenn Lowry’s assurance that MoMA would respect 
peaceful actions.

“I envisioned myself as a rank-and-file worker who was demystifying the museum. My 
approach was to point out that these artworks and their creators are our allies, but this 
space is not.”

For Shellyne Rodriguez, an artist and writer based in the Bronx, this protest is a natural 
progression. As a community organizer, she helps call attention to the relationships 
between art, real estate, and gentrification. As an educator at MoMA for nearly a decade, 
she did work that was in many ways an extension of her activism: running programs for 
MoMA that mainly took place outside of the museum and connected under-resourced 
and incarcerated populations with art. When COVID-19 shut down museums across the 
United States, MoMA terminated contracts for Rodriguez and nearly a hundred other 
educators, leading to public scrutiny of their precarious employment. Critics questioned 
why some of the museum’s most crucial workers were contracted on a freelance basis and 
not even considered employees of the institution. In a recent conversation, Rodriguez and 
I connected the dots between these layoffs, the continued resistance to MoMA, and a 
growing institutional critique rooted in abolition.

Billy Anania: What were your main responsibilities at 

MoMA, and why do you believe the educators were 

among the first to be permanently terminated?

Shellyne Rodriguez: I worked there for about eight 

years in the education department’s community and access 

programs, which connect schools and nonprofits with the 

museum’s art workshops. I helped out with the Alzheimer’s 

project, the Touch Tour for the visually impaired, the 

Primetime Initiative for senior citizens, and much more.

I also worked in community partnerships with Kerry Downey, 

who has written extensive critiques of community education 

in museums. These initiatives to bring arts education into the 

community are generally administered through contracts 

between the museum and nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs), which is pretty problematic. NGOs do not really 

represent a community; they are an extension of the welfare 

state. They provide services that used to be public goods—

picking up the pieces that the state has neglected or let go 

due to austerity—through the same kinds of questionable 

philanthropy as museums. But the communities they served 

really interested me and kept me there. I worked with 

Passages Academy, which is the education wing of the youth 

detention system in New York, including Crossroads and 

Horizon Juvenile Centers—basically jails for minors. I got to 

work with incarcerated kids, sex workers, undocumented 

children waiting to be reunited with their families, all in 

different locations. These programs were carved out long 

before I got there, and I inherited them.

Additionally, I started a whole new initiative in the 

museum called Night Studio. I’m a GED kid who sort of 

fell through the back door of art school and managed to 

get some degrees, but I really wanted to create something 

for folks who were no longer teenagers. There are always 

programs for teens to get them involved in the arts, but 

I was interested in collaborating with people in their 

mid-twenties and thirties who were just coming around 

to getting a high school–equivalency diploma, and who 

self-identified as artists but did not have any avenues 

to be supported in that. I started this program with the 

museum’s money, of course. It was intensive with lots of 

resources, and we taught them a great deal.

I envisioned myself as a rank-and-file worker who was 

demystifying the museum, but not necessarily trying to 

make people “of” the museum. My approach to education 

was pointing out that the collections are relics that artists 

originally made to say something, but which are now 

captured in this space. These works and their creators are 

our allies, but this space is not. I often used the museum 

for political education, because that is just my approach to 

teaching. In general, I tried to spend as little time there as 

possible. Art institutions try to pay in social capital, but I 

wasn’t interested in that.

“The museum used underpaid contract positions to make 

itself seem more committed to community initiatives than 

it in fact was.”

BA: Given that your employment by MoMA was so 

contingent, it seems bizarre that the museum expected you 

to be so heavily invested in the company culture. But it 

seems clear that the museum used these underpaid contract 

positions to make itself seem more committed to these 

initiatives than it in fact was.

SR: Oh, I was basically operating as a program director, 

but, in reality, I was a gig worker. When the museum laid 

us all off, I was pissed that I no longer had a job, but I 

wasn’t shocked. Of course education goes first; this is 

Neoliberalism 101. I have always seen the museum for 

what it is, and I did not expect some kind of benevolent 

action to occur. Glenn Lowry, the museum’s director, is 

basically a corporate CEO after all.

I was more offended the year before COVID-19 hit, when 

all the freelance educators were disinvited from the annual 

holiday party. Human resources reminded us that we were 

technically not museum employees, so we could no longer 

attend. I had been there for more than seven years, and 

others had been there for as many as thirty years. We 

were all appalled. Our immediate supervisors, who had no 

real power, said they would organize a dinner just for our 

https://www.strikemoma.org/
https://www.shellynerodriguez.com/
https://hyperallergic.com/551571/moma-educator-contracts/
https://www.kerrydowney.com/
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department. I felt more insulted by this incident than anything 

else, but it was merely a liability issue for the museum. They 

wanted to avoid any circumstances in which they appeared 

to acknowledge we were actual employees of theirs. It was 

the most honest thing they ever did.

BA: It feels necessary to contextualize the educators 

within MoMA’s broader labor structure. Museums 

tend to keep their workers as separate as possible, 

and they of ten farm out front-facing positions to third 

parties (including to private security companies, 

temp agencies, and catering companies), all while 

poorly compensating these workers and offering 

them no potential for union representation. But there 

is also more than one union at the museum, with 

dif ferent ones for blue- and white-collar workers, 

right? This is a business model that has been broadly 

adopted by museums (and with clear parallels to 

the neoliberal university), with a professional class 

of administrators and curators, then laborers who 

execute much of the museum’s daily operations and 

work under precarious conditions.

“There is this mythology around museums that needs to be 

debunked. They are corporations like any other, except that 

their businesses accrete around a bonfire of fetishized art.”

SR: There is this mythology around museums that needs to 

be debunked. They are corporations like any other, except 

that their businesses accrete around a bonfire of fetishized 

art. I am not sure why we ever expected any better from a 

corporation. Of course they treat their workers terribly and 

carry out union-busting tactics.

Union workers only comprise a small percentage of 

employees at MoMA, but the fact that there are unions 

gives the public a false impression that the museum’s 

workers have a seat at the table. In reality, business 

decisions are all happening multiple tax brackets above 

the vast majority of both unionized and nonunionized 

workers. Security at MoMA is unionized, but that is a 

whole other dilemma. Management always wants to 

make sure the cops are comfortable.

BA: The directors and trustees are not really beholden to 

every department, and many white-collar workers may not 

even know some departments or positions even exist. That 

is a known tool of union-busting: a portion of employees 

are given recognition while everyone else is left 

scrambling, thereby disrupting worker unity. In one sense, 

you have a unified group of workers agitating for short-

term solutions, but can unions also wind up extending the 

life of longer-term issues?

SR: Well, the problem is that unions cannot solve everything. 

If we clamor for more unionization in the museum, then 

what do those contracts look like? I am thinking about how 

many times public sector unions bailed out New York City. 

The pensions of teachers and multiple city workers get 

invested into the bonds that keep the doors of state and 

federal prisons open. It’s all intertwined. This is something 

that is addressed in Strike MoMA’s “Post-MoMA Futures” 

platform. We are not going to fix these big problems by 

unionizing; that would just get us more of the same. Where 

does the money come from? Where do the pensions go? 

Once unions are involved in upholding the structure, because 

their pensions are on the line, they can actually start working 

to uphold the very people and structures Strike MoMA is 

protesting. Yes to collective bargaining power, but the devil 

is also in the details.

“Once unions are involved, because their pensions 

are on the line, they can actually start working to 

uphold the very structures Strike MoMA is protesting. 

Yes to collective bargaining power, but the devil is 

also in the details.”

BA: Can we talk more about Strike MoMA? How have 

the last few months shifted the conversation around 

museum futures?

SR: One idea that fascinates me is interconnected struggle, 

or an “interlocking directorate.” This term is loosely defined 

as the networks of oligarchs, multinational corporations, 

and defense industry profiteers—the cluster formed by those 

holding executive positions at companies while sitting on 

museum and university boards.

Strike MoMA recently highlighted MoMA trustee Gustavo 

Cisneros, who pretty much embodies the Latin American art 

empire; there is no bigger name than that. He also happens 

to sit on the board of Barrick Gold Corporation, which 

is the world’s largest gold mining company. They have 

committed atrocities all across the world: bodies piled up in 

East Africa, natural reserves decimated, loads of problems 

in South America.

BA: In the last five years, Barrick Gold has come under 

fire for its backdoor deals with Tanzanian police—who 

subsequently murdered more than sixty villagers—as well 

as a controversial Chilean project shut down by that 

country’s environmental regulator, and cyanide spills in 

Argentina. Now there’s talk of another mine project and 

tailings dam in the Dominican Republic, despite organized 

opposition on the ground there.

SR: Yes, and New York City makes up a huge portion of 

the Dominican diaspora, so this is of great concern here, 

too. Cisneros’s company wants to build a dam on a river 

that more than 4 million people depend upon, including 

people living in the capital, Santo Domingo. Cow and 

rice farmers, along with other people in that region, are 

engaged in guerilla tactics to stop this, fighting against 

officials and police who are backing Barrick Gold. Cisneros 

is also building a sustainable luxury resort in the Dominican 

Republic while all this is going down.

Then we have James and Paula Crown. They funded the 

Crown Creativity Lab at MoMA, and even named one of 

its programs The People’s Studio. The Crowns own General 

Dynamics, which manufactures and sells the weapons used 

to carpet-bomb Gaza. They have been selling these same 

bombs to the Saudis, who have used them to ravage Yemen, 

and they sold battle tanks to the Colombian military forces 

that are now all over the streets raining hell on Colombians.

BA: Another MoMA board member, Steven Tananbaum of 

GoldenTree Asset Management, owns a significant portion 

of the sovereign debt of Puerto Rico. Tananbaum once 

boasted to Reuters about how forcing a restructuring of 

the commonwealth’s debt—in effect guaranteeing it remain 

poor—could turn a fantastic profit for investors. And he is 

not even the only MoMA trustee working with the hedge 

funds enforcing Puerto Rico’s debt. There’s also Leon Black, 

who recently stepped down for his associations with Jeffrey 

Epstein, as well as billionaire investors Daniel Och and 

Glenn Dubin. The global impact of this museum board alone 

feels insurmountable.

SR: These folks all work in solidarity together. They control 

their own domain, but they also wield significant power in our 

civic spaces where we go to work. And if they are working 

together, then we need to do the same. As someone who 

worked at MoMA for a long time, I can’t sit this out.

“These board members all work in solidarity. And if they are 

working together, then we need to do the same.”

BA: I read your 2018 essay in the New Inquiry, titled 

“How the Bronx Was Branded,” and thought it was one of 

the most succinct explanations of how art and real estate 

work together. You showed that at the heart of the Bronx’s 

redevelopment was a lofty public relations campaign that 

allowed artists, developers, and city officials to profit off 

the displacement of low-income families. How do museums 

contribute, and can you speak about the PR war they wage 

on the media and ordinary people?

SR: When I organize with Take Back the Bronx—a volunteer 

grassroots collective centered around community control—I 

try to bring in how art contributes to gentrification here. This 

is how I first connected with Decolonize This Place, because 

they were thinking about museums all over the world in 

similar ways. The Bronx is the poorest borough in New York, 

with two of the poorest congressional districts in the country. 

We have a huge Yemeni community and a lot of Palestinians, 

too. We have spent so much time bridging the gaps in our 

communities to enrich conversations and inspire people to 

feel empowered by the spirit of interconnected struggle.

Museums exist in a market, just like real estate, and we 

are all somewhat in denial because they happen to be 

tied to something we love. I would never deny the levels 

of spirituality and poetics we all experience through art; 

https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/5076-diversity-of-tactics-diversity-of-aesthetics-post-moma-futures-part-i
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-barrick-gold-pascua-lama-idUSKBN2692S3
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-barrick-gold-mine-argentina-exclusive-idUSKBN1841BK
https://www.mintpressnews.com/us-weapon-makers-profits-armssales-israel-gaza/277257/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-investment-summit-tananbaum-idUSKBN13C2I1
https://thenewinquiry.com/how-the-bronx-was-branded/
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that is the reason I’m here. But we cannot conflate art with 

museums. They are not synonymous, nor are art and for-

profit art galleries synonymous. We let these millionaires 

and billionaires convince us that their spaces are the 

only ones that legitimize art, and suddenly no other 

alternatives seem possible.

However, we are starting to see this all break down a little 

bit. While other museums were getting a lot of bad press for 

taking money from the Sacklers and oil companies and the 

like, the MoMA managed to stay off the radar for a long 

while. But recently there was an open letter signed by quite a 

few prominent scholars and artists denouncing the museum’s 

position on Palestine. It’s the beginning of a conscious shift. 

I think people still feel some sort of religious feelings toward 

MoMA, you know? That’s our mistake. There is significant 

power on that board that cannot be overlooked.

“We let millionaires convince us that their spaces are 

the only ones that legitimize art, and suddenly no 

alternative seems possible.”

BA: I think many of us have only recently had our eyes 

opened to the myriad ways that money laundering 

factors into museum leadership—how wealthy 

philanthropists can basically art-wash their wealth to 

uphold a positive reputation centered around humanity 

and creative expression.

SR: And this is part of a larger question: Are we, as artists 

and cultural workers, willing to engage with this problem? 

Are we willing to make it so the structures we have relied on, 

which hold these museums together, are rendered obsolete?

I remember during the first days of protests at the Whitney 

Museum in 2019—we were protesting Whitney vice chair 

Warren Kanders, who owns weapons manufacturer 

Safariland Group—when a well-known art critic stopped by. 

He sauntered over and started yelling at some of the young 

people putting up banners, saying they had no respect 

and that we need these philanthropists—and that we were 

not old enough to remember the Culture Wars. I think the 

argument he was trying to make was that the government 

can’t be counted on to fund museums, so we need to rely on 

the private sector. And of course the government routinely 

begs the private sector for help. Neoliberalism is the private 

sector governing, and this is just an extension.

People say, “How will we take care of art?” or “How will 

we take care of the museum?” To me, those are classist 

questions. How much of a museum collection is extracted? 

I am thinking of the MOVE bombing victim whose remains 

recently were revealed to be in the collection of the Penn 

Museum, and the price our communities pay because people 

want to keep the museum doors open. It’s a bait and switch, 

like bombing a city and building a school.

BA: Yes, it feels as though this corruption and exploitation 

are inevitable outcomes of institutions founded on 

colonialist practices.

SR: A hundred percent. I have gotten so much out 

of speaking with and reading Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, 

particularly her book Potential History: Unlearning 

Imperialism (2019). Ariella could be a battle rapper; she’s 

got bars. She makes an example of the camera shutter, 

the action that locks a historical moment into place and 

crystalizes its story. You will see photos in the newspaper of 

rappers like DJ Kool Herc and Swizz Beatz applauding a 

new hip-hop museum. That captured image of the museum, 

the crowds, and the applauding does not capture the 

periphery, which is the bulldozing of communities and 

gentrification occurring outside.

This is also how an imperialist project is born, and how art 

replaces humanity inside the museum. When the vitrine 

goes in, we go out. It’s rooted in a death; once they put 

the shell-top Adidas behind the glass, they don’t need the 

people anymore. They have the fossil, the souvenir, the 

head on a spike. That is the violence of modernity—as Arthur 

Schopenhauer used to say, that art “plucks the object of its 

contemplation from the stream of the world’s course, and 

holds it isolated before it.” The museum wrenches the object 

from the world and holds it up for us. What gets left behind 

is murder, extraction, pillaging, and colonialism.

“The museum wrenches the object from the world and holds 

it up for us. What gets left behind is murder, extraction, 

pillaging, and colonialism.”

BA: I feel particularly drawn to this quote of yours from 

that New Inquiry essay: “How would an artistic practice 

that aims to disrupt alienation appear in our hallways, 

elevators, and all the spaces we share in our communities?” 

Have you found an answer to this?

SR: When we reweave the social fabric, the middleman 

is clearly what needs to be abolished, and abolishing 

the mediator means we talk to each other again. And 

when we talk to each other again, we can break down 

the alienation. One thing I have always admired about 

immigrant communities is how tightly knit they are, 

because they have not yet experienced the alienation of 

the metropolis. In contrast, for Black and Puerto Rican 

communities that have been here since the 1950s, it is 

much more difficult. We have gone through too much, been 

broken apart and separated to an extreme degree. We are 

an expendable labor force that experienced the first wave 

of the neoliberal project, which is why we also make up so 

much of the prison.

Alienation affects everybody in the city, though, and 

makes us all exist in separate worlds with our shared 

grievances. This came up during the 2019–20 FTP protests, 

when protestors challenged the New York police in the 

subway. Everyone was mad in their heads, but nobody was 

vocalizing it. How do we continue to crack that? I think it 

might require dialing back before all the organizing work, 

before knocking on doors, before galvanizing around the 

problem—how do we see each other? It’s about locating 

that beginning point.

BA: In applying an abolitionist critique to museums, do we 

risk taking away from the contemporaneous prison/police 

movements? Or are they all interrelated?

SR: Abolition as a principle is not just about police. The 

museum is the police precinct, as Stefano Harney said 

in a recent talk, meaning these institutions are the well-

funded gatekeepers of culture within a city of aesthetically 

minded people. They are involved in community policing, 

sending patrol cars in the form of curators and community 

outreach. We need to stop thinking about the police as 

the person in the blue uniform. That is just one pawn, 

not the whole picture. The police is the structure, and 

that structure takes many forms. Nonprofits and NGOs 

are police. We are talking about structures of power, 

and if we are undoing these structures, then that is 

abolition by definition.

Abolition as a principle is not just about police. The museum 

is the police precinct, meaning these institutions are the 

well-funded gatekeepers of culture.

How do we put this critique into practice and build 

toward these institutions being obsolete? This is why 

Strike MoMA is so categorically different from the 

Whitney Museum protests. Back then, it was about 

shining a light on one board member, to make an 

example of how one person touches all of our struggles. 

Warren Kanders’s weapons were in Ferguson, in 

Palestine, in Puerto Rico, and at the border. With Strike 

MoMA, there is something growing in the park right 

across the street from the museum. We have been so 

conditioned to have the state mediate our every move 

and conflict, from loud music complaints to applying 

for welfare. A mediator is present at all times. Pushing 

that middleman out is abolition in practice; struggling 

to eliminate the need for the mediator is abolition. We 

call them no-cop zones. We do not need the police if we 

can handle the disagreements ourselves. We just need 

to learn how to talk to each other, and how to undo 

systemic problems for ourselves.

We apply this same principle to the museum. No one needs 

to stay awake at night, stressed out and ruminating over 

what will happen to art and artists if we drive out all the 

toxic philanthropists—as if philanthropy isn’t toxic in and of 

itself. This is art we’re talking about, after all. The lack of 

imagination really kills me sometimes. This is supposed to 

be our space. What are we going to build next?

https://socialtextjournal.org/free-palestine-strike-moma-a-call-to-action/
https://billypenn.com/2021/04/21/move-bombing-penn-museum-bones-remains-princeton-africa/
http://versobooks.com/books/3079-potential-history
http://versobooks.com/books/3079-potential-history
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2vzhwnjy4s
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Dancing in the Rubble: How Strike MoMA Began
Marz Saffore

On March 26, 2021, my comrades rushed down the stairs of their Brooklyn home to show 
me a snippet of the “Abolitionist Imaginaries One-Day Symposium” streamed live by the 
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) earlier that day. My friend Amy sat down next to me on 
the couch, queued up the video, and hit play. When the clip starts, Dylan Rodriguez, a 
great thinker and organizer around abolition as a collective project, opens the conversation 
for the last panel of the 6+ hour symposium. As Rodriguez discusses what an abolitionist 
art community could look like, he imagines “an art world which is dancing on the rubble 
of the anti-Black, colonial art world that still remains hegemonic and dominant.” Although, 
Rodriguez points to Nicole Fleetwood’s curatorial exhibition “Marking Time: Art in the Age 
of Incarceration” at MoMA PS1 and MoMA’s one-day symposium as abolitionist challenges 
to the dominant, US and Western art world, he also critiques MoMA itself, which “draws its 
historical capital from the chattel, colonial, land expropriating violence of genocidal racial 
capitalism’s philanthropic art.” What Rodriguez makes clear in his speech is that as MoMA 
reigns supreme in today’s “anti-Black, colonial art world,” it, too, must be included amongst 
the rubble. In giving space to other abolitionist imaginaries, Rodriguez also takes time to an-
nounce the upcoming peoples strike at MoMA. This immediately caught my attention, as my 
friends and I are core organizers of the strike. Three days before the “Abolitionist Imaginar-
ies One-Day Symposium,” the StrikeMOMA Working Group of the International Imagination 
of Anti-National Anti-Imperialist Feelings (IIAAF) released “Strike MoMA: Framework and 
Terms for Struggle.” This document is a call to strike MoMA and build post-MoMA futures in 
the here and now–it’s a call to dance in the rubble.

In building the case against MoMA, IIAAF both calls attention to the ways in which the muse-
um and the billionaires who founded and have since governed the museum have historically 
and are currently exacting their wealth from the genocide, imprisonment, displacement, and 
dispossession of peoples. “Strike MoMA” references a tweet by MoMA Divest, one of groups 
working alongside IIAAF to strike MoMA, to highlight the corruption of just five of MoMA’s 
board members. MoMA Divest tweets:

  Five MoMA board members–Steven Tananbaum, Glenn Dubin, Steven Cohen, Leon 
Black, Larry Fink–have been identified and targeted by different groups over the last 
year for their ties to war, racist prison and border enforcement systems, vulture fund 
exploitation, gentrification and displacement of the poor, extractivism and environmen-
tal degradation, and patriarchal forms of violence. Board members also have ties and 
donate to the NYPD Police Foundation. In short, the rot is at the core of the institution, 
which includes PS1 (@MomaDivest, February 6, 2021).

Importantly, the call to strike MoMA also reaches beyond the museum itself. A strike against 
MoMA is a strike against blood-soaked modernity. A strike against MoMA is a strike against 
the hegemonic, dominant regime, which continues to kill our peoples on a daily basis.

  This document comes from a movement perspective that de-exceptionalizes the museum. 
We refuse to acknowledge the separation of the museum from the rest of society. We see 
MoMA as existing on the same plane as the violence of the ruling class that has controlled 
it since its inception with the oil wealth of the Rockefellers in 1929. No more rationalizing 
the regime. They have long enabled the killing of our people and non-human relations and 
they have always expected us to thank them for their philanthropy.

Due to this lack of separation of the museum from the rest of society, MoMA’s historical 
and ongoing atocities committed against our peoples provides grounds to mark it as a 
target for our movements. Undoubtedly, MoMA is a soft target for our movements, but it is 
a strategic target nonetheless.

  The monument on 53rd Street becomes our prism. We see our histories and struggles 
refracted through its crystalline structure, and foreclosed futures come into view. The 
museum is converted into a theater of operations where our entwined movements of 
decolonization, abolition, anti-capitalism and anti-imperialism can find one another. 
Why strike MoMA? So that something else can emerge, something under the control of 
workers, communities, and artists rather than billionaires [emphasis in original].”

Targeting MoMA makes it a meeting point for multiple struggles to cross paths, convene, and 
create new worlds and possibilities together.

It is no coincidence that the IIAAF along with 13+ other working groups and collectives are calling 
to strike MoMA at the present moment, during the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. As COVID-19 
leaves millions dead worldwide, it continues to exacerbate and expose other pandemics and sys-
temic inequalities plaguing our communities such as white supremacy, colonization, racial capital-
ism, imperialism, +++. In the wake of hundreds of years of pandemic after pandemic, crisis after 
crisis, our movements are left asking “What time is it on the clock of the world?” Strike MoMA is 
loudly proclaiming that it’s time to strike. “To strike is to exercise the power of refusal, a negation 
that is coupled with affirmation.” Or following in the teachings of the Zapatistas, one no leads to 
many yeses. We say no to MoMA. We say no to the policing and surveillance of our communities. 
We say no to the occupation of lands and peoples. We say no to the exploitation of our labor. 
We say no to medical apartheid. In saying no, how can we imagine and live otherwise? Ashton 
T. Crawley discusses the otherwise in Blackpentecostal Breath: The Aesthetics of Possibility, writing 
that there are “infinite alternatives to what is. And what is is about being, about existence, about 
ontology. But if infinite alternatives exist, if otherwise possibility is a resource that is never exhaust-
ed, what is, what exists, is but one of many [emphasis in original].” There are infinite otherwise 
ways of living, being, and relating outside of modernity, policing, colonialism, capitalism, imperial-
ism. Once we refuse what is and tap into these otherwise possibilities, we can begin to dance in the 
rubble. We can begin our post-MoMA and otherwise post-pandemic futures.

Strike MoMA is infused with an abolitionist aesthetics of possibility, and also an "aesthetics of 
combat" as Rodriguez put it in his remarks. These energies were powerfully manifest in a singular 
work of dance that took place on Friday, April 9, 2021, the first day of the first phase of Strike 
MoMA, which involved ten weeks of conversation, art, and action taking place internationally. 
Every Friday, a de-occupation is held in the belly of modernity, across the street from MoMA in a 
plaza that’s a part of a Privately Owned Public Space (POPS). We closed the first de-occupation 
with a choreographed piece by Brittany from Wardance Collective, another group working with 
the StrikeMoMA Working Group of IIAAF. Brittany’s outfit was nothing out of the ordinary for 
a rainy Spring day, except she was wearing a gold, metal grate over her face and carrying a 
machete kept in a black sheath. Brittany began the piece by twice circling the 1987 Jesus Bautis-
ta Morales sculpture titled “Lapstrake” in the center of the plaza. She then stood in front of the 
sculpture facing the crowd and began to acknowledge and summon the histories and legacies 
of the unceded Lenape land in which we were standing. She said, “We stand on Lenape land 
to recognize the genocide that has happened on this land, to recognize enforced labor that has 
happened on this land, to recognize the violence that continues to happen on this land.” She 
then took a water bottle and poured out libations for the ancestors and the land as well as what 
others in the space called out to honor, reckon with, and bring into the space. After a series of 
movements, Brittany began her slow, deliberate march towards the museum from the plaza, hold-
ing her sheathed machete in both hands. Her movements towards the museum are best described 
as a wardance and a call to action. As the church bells nearby struck 5:00pm, Brittany stopped 
her movement on the sidewalk opposite the museum and unsheathed her machete. Machete in 
hand, she walked from the sidewalk into the street right in front of MoMA. She turned around to 
face the participants, placed her machete on her shoulder, and yelled, “Strike! It’s time, y’all.” 
Then pointing the machete up to the museum and its higher ups, she yelled, “This place right 
here represents colonialization, white supremacy, the reason why our ancestors died. We say no 
more!” She took the machete hand in hand, placed it on the street, and took a step back. The 
performance was over. Brittany had just (war)danced in the rubble. Strike MoMA had begun.
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I COUNT EIGHT NYPD SQUAD CARS in 
front of the Time Warner Center and an-
other van by the Trump Hotel. It’s April 30, 
and two concentric circles of metal barri-
cades lashed together with zip ties—erected 
during last summer’s rebellion and removed 
this past March—are back, surrounding the 
Columbus Monument. I’m half an hour early 
and the sky looks ready to open up into 
what my phone assures me will be a brief, 
light squall. I huddle outside a temporarily 
shuttered Maison Keyser to keep dry and 
skim the Strike MoMA Framework and 
Terms for Struggle, on the lookout for others 
attending the group’s tour.

Strike MoMA emerged after artists and 
activists demanded private equity magnate 
Leon Black leave the museum’s board due 
to his ties to the late billionaire pedophile 
human trafficker Jeffrey Epstein. Some of 
the organizations that made these calls, 
such as MoMA Divest, the Arts Union (who 
authored a statement signed by some 150 
artists and arts workers), and Decolonize 
This Place, further noted that to see Black as 
distinctly objectionable is to miss the forest 
for the trees, as other board members have 
accrued their fortunes on the backs of the 
racialized poor through predatory lending, 
mass incarceration, and resource extraction. 
The museum burnishes their reputations 
while hoarding wealth in its $1.2 billion en-
dowment. The appropriate response, then, 

is not to focus on individuals but to confront 
the institution in its entirety.

I catch curator Joseph Lubitz and soon we’re 
joined by Sunny Iyer from Wendy’s Subway 
and Ian Epps from Art Handlers’ Alliance. 
We walk to Central Park South, where a 
group is unfurling hand-painted banners. 
One reads “UNDER THE MUSEUM / UN-
DER THE UNIVERSITY / UNDER THE CITY | 
THE LAND”—a reference to May ’68—while 
another asserts “CLIP THE LOCKS, BETRAY 
EMPIRE,” a request seemingly addressed to 
building security. While the lobby is normally 
open to the public, in advance of our visit di-
rector Glenn Lowry instructed staff to check 
tickets outside of the museum due to “risk of 
gun violence.” Shellyne Rodriguez, an artist 
and activist affiliated with the activist group 
Take Back the Bronx, distributes a two-color 
risograph pamphlet headlined “The RUINS 
of MODERNITY TOUR: From the CITY to the 
MUSEUM” that folds out into an annotated 
map of the surrounding area marked with 
the logos of companies affiliated with MoMA 
board members, some of their residential 
addresses, and information about another 
trustee with Epstein ties, Glenn Dubin.

A ragtag crowd of about forty-five has 
assembled at the base of the park. DTP’s 
Amin Husain beckons us closer for some 
remarks issued in a vaguely pedagogical 

L I G H T N I N G 
S T R I K E S :
On Strike MoMA’s Ruins of Modernity Tour

Vijay Masharani, Artforum (May 5, 2021)

tone: This is not a protest. This gathering 
is for us to learn what’s happening in the 
city, and where power is concentrated 
within it. Rodriguez follows with a provoca-
tion: What does an anti-imperialist political 
program look like for those living in the 
heart of a global empire? Sandy Grande 
of NY Stands With Standing Rock issues 
a land acknowledgement and directs our 
attention to the recently published Indige-
nous climate justice platform the Red Deal. 
The speakers offer some practical tips for 
avoiding arrest—stay tight around corners, 
that sort of thing—and then we’re off, mar-
shaled by three cops on mopeds.

We plot a meandering course to the muse-
um and make a couple of impromptu stops 
along the way, first to express our disgust at 
the vacant buildings around Fifty-Second and 
Broadway and the capitalist superfluity that 
they signify, and then again to note the pri-
vately owned public space of 6½ Ave. Chants 
tend to get swallowed up by city noise, so 
instead someone brought a booming speaker 
mounted on a hand truck; I Shazam my four
favorite tracks, which are augmented by a 
live trumpet player and someone with a kick 
drum mounted on their chest.

When we arrive at MoMA, it’s clear secu-
rity won’t let us demonstrate in the lobby. 
At times with considerable pathos, protes-
tors reason with the guards on the basis of 
shared ethnic/class identifications. “Glenn 
doesn’t pay you enough for this!” someone 
implores, while Husain speaks to one of the 
guards in Arabic. Hancy, a member of the 
Kiskeya Solidarity Committee, appeals to 
one man through their mutual Dominican 
heritage, invoking how “[Dominican] people 
have a long history of struggle.” Later, I 
learn that two employees working in visitor 
services walked off during the standoff and 
that Rodriguez, who was employed by the 
museum until it laid off its education staff at 
the start of the pandemic, entered the build-
ing through the staff entrance only to be hit 
in the face by a security guard.

The confrontation doesn’t last longer than 
fif teen minutes, after which we begin the 
“deoccupation,” hoisting a banner that 
reads “POST-MOMA FUTURE” across 
from the museum. Off to the side, I spot 
O.K. Fox and Sarah Crowe of the Art & 
Labor podcast interviewing artist Wil-
liam Powhida. The crowd grows to about 
eighty people, all seated in the plaza 
and listening to an unplanned speaker se-
ries offering a taxonomy of the institution-
al rot and labor militancy that character-
ize the university and the museum today. 
DTP’s Marz Saffore expresses solidarity 
with MOVE’s campaign against the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, recently revealed
to have been storing the remains of 
Black children killed in a 1985 police 
bombing. Andre from Comité Boricua 
en la Diáspora introduces himself as a 
Puerto Rican refugee and accuses board 
member Stephen Tananbaum of exac-
erbating and exploiting the territory’s 
debt crisis. NYU sociologist Andrew Ross 
updates us on the ongoing Graduate Stu-
dents Organizing Committee strike and 
the group’s commitment to leverage their 
labor power to end the NYPD’s presence 
on campus.

The next day, I wake up to a leaked 
email from Lowry, addressed to the staff-
wide internal listserv, in which he alleges 
that dozens of us banded together to 
enter the museum by force, shouted racial 
slurs, and attacked the security staff to 
the point that one guard had to be hos-
pitalized and two required on-site medi-
cal attention. Multiple attendees’ video 
footage of the event proves otherwise. 
Lowry’s message is largely consistent 
with the institutional response thus far, 
which has been to paint Strike MoMA as 
insurrectionary nihilists while gesturing 
toward a deliberately vague notion of the 
museum-as-public-good. But now, misrep-
resentation has escalated into the kind of 
brazen lies people with power tell when 
they’re seeking a mandate for even more 
extreme forms of suppression.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/605b89b1c74ec4518c8c2420/1616611762052/Strike+MoMA_Pamphlet.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/605b89b1c74ec4518c8c2420/1616611762052/Strike+MoMA_Pamphlet.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605790cc083be87e4278c493/t/605b89b1c74ec4518c8c2420/1616611762052/Strike+MoMA_Pamphlet.pdf
https://momadivest.com/
https://momadivest.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/22/arts/design/leon-black-moma-jeffrey-epstein.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/22/arts/design/leon-black-moma-jeffrey-epstein.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jemimamcevoy/2020/09/08/virgin-islands-to-subpoena-hedge-fund-billionaire-glenn-dubin-in-epstein-case/?sh=61e85b8f26ad
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jemimamcevoy/2020/09/08/virgin-islands-to-subpoena-hedge-fund-billionaire-glenn-dubin-in-epstein-case/?sh=61e85b8f26ad
https://www.commonnotions.org/the-red-deal
https://www.commonnotions.org/the-red-deal
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LFmB7qlMUvg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LFmB7qlMUvg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e0aPuIpOAoc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e0aPuIpOAoc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_1JDfM3IHJw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_1JDfM3IHJw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bGtocC-h87c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bGtocC-h87c
https://www.artforum.com/news/penn-museum-princeton-treatment-of-move-bombing-victim-remains-spark-controversy-85551
https://www.artforum.com/news/penn-museum-princeton-treatment-of-move-bombing-victim-remains-spark-controversy-85551
https://vimeo.com/545016046
https://vimeo.com/545016046
https://vimeo.com/545016046
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Decolonize Ayiti: Action Report

On Friday, April 16th we called a peaceful action in front of the hideous Parque 
Colon sculpture in Santo Domingo. This was part of week 2 of 10 weeks of action and 
striking the big money and blood money that is killing us all at MoMA. We call an 
action to Decolonize Ayiti or “mountainous land”. This is what our Taino brothers and 
sisters once called the island of Quisqueya.

There is power in a symbol like this and that power needs to be taken away. While 
we meet our local governments with demands to reform the police and end unjust 
killings of indigenous, black, and brown people; we must also eliminate the symbols 
that allow us to view the most racist act of violence in our nation’s history in a heroic 
light. How sad it makes us to see our Queen Anacaona at the feet of Colon. We must 
free her from this symbol of genocide and rape.

Colonization continues through the stories told to protect the legacy of Columbus’s 
voyages to the so-called “New World” and “Americas”. These voyages, in reality, 
inaugurated a long history of exploitation, enslavement, eradication, and erasure of 
indigenous and black culture. Some brush off colonization as something of the past. 
Do not get it twisted— brown and black people are dying every day because of these 
false stories that protect colonization and enslavement. These stories hide the fact 
that cops were first put on these lands as slave patrols. The racist roots of policing 
tensions between brown and black communities are nothing new and it is why we 
must put an end to the racist police system and end to the celebration of Colonizers 
such as Colon.

We as Dominicans, as Americans, and first-generation Dominican Americans, must 
remind ourselves that we are on stolen land and we must act accordingly. This means 
that we shouldn’t spend Dominican tax money to fund the military to surround the 
Parque Colon to protect a fucking sculpture of a man that only brought disease, 
genocide, and various assaults to Native communities. We shouldn’t be celebrating 
a figure who is upheld in modern society as the “founder” of the New World... what 
the fuck were the Natives doing? Did they not find the land first?

We’re taught very early in elementary school the false story that the theft of our 
continent’s land was entirely legitimate because the people already there were not 
“civilized”. Having this statue removed to reclaim the true story of colonialism and 
genocide of our Taino culture is a demand, not a request. To this end, we call to 
Strike MoMA, and with that what we call “modernity”, and call for the decoloniza-
tion of Ayiti. Let us come together to free Ayiti’s Taino Queen Anacaona from her 
rapist and murderer Colon. Anacaona died fighting to free and preserve her people’s 
independence and culture. It is up to us to respect and honor her by taking action to 
decolonize the land and the removal of the Colon statue and the name Parque Colon.

Friday at 1 pm we came peacefully to place Sunflowers at Anacaona’s feet at Parque 
Colon. We called upon activists and other people of the island to come together peaceful-
ly in protest against a statue that should no longer exist. The police and the military were 
completely surrounding the park. We had to leave the location to come back later in hopes 
that we could approach the monument without the military and police interference. We 
came around 5 pm with sunflowers. As we approached the monument, the police got closer 
and closer to us. We placed the flowers at Anacaona feet, at our own risk, to honor the 
motherland and to make light that Colon was nothing but a rapist and murderer.

Our other actions include making banners that say “COLON FUE UN VIOLADOR - STRIKE 
MOMA”. The banner was made via a live stream on artist @jehdyvargas IG account on 
the day of action to start to make some noise via the internet. As we walked to place the 
banner in the park, we found the park was completely surrounded by Dominican military 
and cops. To avoid confrontations we didn’t take out our banner. I’m sure they understood 
our wonderful message of how Anacaona should behead Colon. We shared our intentions 
via our flyer to call to action for the day via several IG platforms.

Anacaona should have Colon’s head taken off for the genocide of our Taino people. During 
10 weeks, we are creating a new space to allow for a new way of thinking and for the work 
of Decolonization to begin with our culture. Let us come together as a collective; decolonize 
our minds, our hearts, and souls. We are all one and we should educate our children against 
celebrating a mass murder and rapist of the land that never belonged to him.

We are demanding the removal of the Columbus Monument en el Parque Colon. We are 
a city built on the invaded and occupied territory Ayiti or Quisqueya to the Native Taino 
people that have always called this land home and which they continue to inhabit today. 
We despise such a symbol of Indigenous genocide and erasure in our city. To uplift BIPOC 
around the world, we must recognize that it has no place in our Art history and Culture 
History. We Strike MoMA and what we call modernity and all the blood money used by 
MoMA’s board members. Blood money has no place in the arts, and sculptures celebrating 
rapist and mass murderers have no place in art history.

That is why we are asking for the removal of the Columbus Monument located in the 
Parque Colon. It represents racist acts of violence through the forceful removal of people 
from their ancestral lands. We ask that these racist acts also be condemned by the Domini-
can government as they condemned the behavior of police violence against our people.

Removing statues will not solve the problem of police brutality or racism, but it will send a 
message that rejects racism, rape, and colonization of past and present. Let us change art 
history by suggesting to put Anacaona at the top of the sculpture and completely removing 
el violador que era Colon.

Golden Sunflowers para madre Tiera y para la Reina de la Tiera Ayiti Anacaona.

https://www.instagram.com/jehdyvargas/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/jehdyvargas/?hl=en
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Over the last few years, an increasing 
number of art and cultural institutions have 
come under sustained attack for what to 
some may have appeared as a range of 
disparate reasons: a racist statue; labor 
issues; or a weapons manufacturer, opioid 
peddlers, prison profiteers, gentrifiers sitting 
on the board. However, these instances are 
part of a growing, global, and coherent 
set of revolts against finance feudalism and 
the global oligarchy, beneficiaries from the 
afterlives of colonialism and slavery. Where-
as much of protesting in the art world has 
historically concerned matters of representa-
tion (what kind of art by what kind of artist 
expressing what kinds of concerns get to be 
included in the spaces of its reception and 
exhibition), some current spates of protests 
are challenging social structures and cultural 
imaginaries, rather than the art on display. 
Board members have been the main targets, 
for the boards of these hallowed institutions, 
it turns out, are full of unsavory characters 
who make their money from selling drugs, 
peddling arms, and putting regular folks in 
cages. That money gained from disposses-
sion, displacement, and detention is then 
donated (4Ds) in the tens and hundreds of 
millions of dollars to museums and non-prof-
its. The protestors have been clear: the cycle 
of these four Ds has to stop. That is, actions 
won’t stop once a particular board member 
is removed because that does not stop the 
violence of the oligarchs. It merely shifts its 
location; they are interchangeable. In that 
case, actions will move to another site in 
the chain of art washing and philanthropy 
subterfuge.

None of this comes as too much of a sur-
prise. What we know today as “The Mu-
seum” has always been underwritten by 
ill-gotten wealth and power, from colonial 
ventures and slave plantation profits to mili-

tary expeditions and Gilded Age robber bar-
ons. Without these adventures in violence, 
theft, and barbarism, there would have been 
no institutions of high civilization or high art 
in the modern, Western world. The money’s 
been dirty for a few hundred years. So has 
civilization.

Today’s protests—following on the heels of a 
few earlier fights like Gulf Labor’s face off 
with the Guggenheim and unionization efforts 
at the New Museum—have gained momen-
tum because they are not about art. Or, put 
differently, they are not about art in the way 
the museums have come to delineate art, as 
a restricted domain of production over which 
they hold the monopoly of value. Rather, the 
protests are about that very monopoly; they 
are about the museum in the structural sense, 
about the financial capital that underwrites, 
and benefits from, the cultural capital of muse-
ums, universities, and institutions of knowledge 
in general. Accumulated through its originary 
violence of colonial dispossession and en-
slavement, Western capital and power hid 
behind the idea of the mision civilizatrice (the 
civilizing mission) of the White man, bringing 
education, art, and “progress” to the rest of 
the world. Today’s concentration of capital 
keeps lubricating the gears of civilization that 
gave rise to these institutions in the first place. 
We have to understand museums as a function 
in the machinery of racial capitalism. Profit 
from every part of a historically-shaped cycle 
of dispossession, displacement and detention 
ends up as Picassos on the wall where we are 
taught to stand mouths agape and feel awe 
about the human spirit. A highly creative proj-
ect indeed, a fetish of the highest order.

Another important feature is that these 
actions are not only led by the artists and 
intellectuals who have a vested interest in 
the institutions and want to change them for 

The Museum of Modern Artigarchy
– Abou Farman

the better. The coalitions are joined or led 
by groups fighting a wide range of issues 
imposed on vulnerable communities by the 
oligarchy and its security state—from anti-ex-
tractivist movements to prison abolitionists 
and sanctuary activists to movements for 
indigenous land restoration and Black liber-
ation. Positioning itself from the beginning at 
the intersection of these currents, Decolonize 
This Place (DTP) has been the exemplary 
platform that started with arts institutions 
and then joined major mobilizations against 
gentrification and police brutality in collabo-
ration with local groups around the city. DTP, 
like MoMA Divest, understands and pro-
motes the view that these are linked, interna-
tional struggles. 

But against and for what? If all this is about 
global politics and economics, then why focus 
on museums like MoMA and non-profits like 
the Ford Foundation? Because, political and 
economic systems of power are concentrated 
in the museum and non-profit worlds. Wher-
ever the money comes from, the museum 
or non-profit acts as the laundromat for the 
global oligarchy, sanitizing the money and 
giving it the stamp of culture’s approval. This 
is the political ecology of art and the flow is 
clear. Today, The Art World—when in caps, 
this designation includes the design, fashion, 
creative non-profit, and museum industries—is 
the distillation of the processes of global cap-
ital which is moving towards greater concen-
trations of wealth and value in fewer hands: 
the artigarchy. 

The financial capital of the artigarchy is 
accrued as a result of the particular forms 
contemporary global politics has taken: a. 
growing inequality and the concentration of 
wealth, often reproducing colonial and racial 
histories; b. increasing dispossession and 
displacement caused by almost a quadrillion 
dollars of global capital (including debt and 
speculative capital) seeking its ten percent via 
extraction of resources no matter where they 
lie; c. the massively weaponized security state 

protecting the open flow of big capital and 
its owners, whilst restricting and criminalizing 
the flow of people, even as that extractivist 
capital displaces them; d. the aesthetic, hu-
manitarian, and philanthropic apparatus that 
makes it all feel nice (progress!), and allows 
those of modest privilege to feel like change is 
happening whilst the oligarchs can feel good 
about their great heist and cleaner money.

Luncheons hosted by those in the oligar-
chy—like the one at MoMA in 2019 that was 
protested by MoMA Divest and protected by 
NYPD—are in honor of the CEOs of the big 
banks and corporations, in that case Bank 
of America which got to graffitti its name 
all over the art. That is why—in an echo of 
James Baldwin who said “White is a met-
aphor for power and that is simply a way 
of describing Chase Manhattan Bank”—we 
say Bank of America is another name for 
MoMA. And vice versa. So is General Dy-
namics, the weapons giant, whose director, 
James Crown, has his name emblazoned on 
the newly-minted “People’s Studio.” There 
are others—Leon Black, Larry Fink—but the 
point is structural and not personal: to fight 
MoMA is to fight inequality. To fight the 
Whitney is to fight the security state. The dis-
tinction is part of a fictitious habitus we are 
asked to accept and inhabit.

But, some might say—as the directors and 
curators of these institutions have—that we 
cannot vilify the wealthy! Or that we cannot 
tell them where to invest their money, as re-
marked by Glenn Lowry, director of MoMA. 
Those are plainly false and deliberately 
dumbed-down replies to legitimate demands. 
Of course you can. That is precisely what we 
all need to do. The problem is the wealth and 
where it is invested, the immense inequality 
of it, the ways it is working to amass itself 
whilst causing harm, hijacking the courts, the 
prosecutors, the voting machines. Why are 
we being asked to let them be? We can’t 
address white supremacy or climate change 

https://gulflabour.org/
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or mass incarceration without dismantling the 
ideological, financial, and state apparatuses 
that facilitate the accumulation of wealth and 
power. That includes the museums.

Since 9/11, we have indisputably seen 
inequality grow to extremes, and even 
more so after the 2008 crash. The most 
recent Oxfam report on global inequality 
states: “While the poorest half of human-
ity saw their wealth dwindle by 11%, 
billionaires’ riches increased by 12%. Last 
year, the top 26 wealthiest people owned 
$1.4 trillion, or as much as the 3.8 billion 
poorest people.” Whilst people are strug-
gling to pay rent, to pay for food, to pay 
$2.75 to get on public transport in New 
York City, the world’s billionaires increase 
their fortunes by $2.5 billion per day. 
Meanwhile, the racial wealth gap has 
been increasing and pandemic billionaires 
have made more than $400 billion during 
a time when people have lost livelihoods, 
not to mention their lives.

Research cited in a pre-pandemic HuffPost 
article showed that annual fraud by Amer-
ica’s largest corporations cost Americans 
up to $360 billion annually which amounts 
to roughly two decades’ worth of so-called 
street crime every single year. Yet, in 2018, 
nearly 19,000 people were sentenced in fed-
eral court for drug crimes alone, the majority 
black and latino, whilst prosecutors convicted 
just 37 corporate criminals.

Along with this immiseration of the poor and 
the fattening of the oligarchs, we have seen 
public funds, money for health, education, 
housing, the arts decrease. While the pros-
ecution of white collar crimes (by the SEC, 
IRS, or EPA) is hampered and underfunded, 
the budgets of those arms of the state that 
mainly punish the poor—the police, prisons, 
and the military—keep growing.

There is no ethical world I want to be a 
part of, in which an institution that raises 

and spends over $450 million dollars on 
renovations in one year and a year later 
fires uncontracted workers whose cumulative 
salaries are a fraction of the kinds of sums it 
has access to the next. MoMA has finance 
capital and social capital but is ethically 
bankrupt. The whole modern civilization for 
which it stands, as one of its highest exem-
plar, is bankrupt.

The case of BlackRock and its CEO Larry 
Fink, who sits on the boards of MoMA and 
NYU and donates to the NY Police Founda-
tion, is emblematic but not unique. From its 
Manhattan perch a few blocks from MoMA, 
BlackRock manages assets of over seven 
trillion dollars. That is more than the entire 
collective GDPs of Mexico and South and 
Central American and Caribbean nations 
combined. Those assets are invested in all 
sorts of things—mainly large global com-
panies, including weapons manufacturers 
like Lockheed Martin, fossil fuel extraction 
companies such as ExxonMobil and BP, 
mining companies like Vale and Rio Tinto, 
and prison companies like Core Civic and 
Geo Group. A large number of such compa-
nies have been found to be in violation of 
human rights, labor rights, and indigenous 
rights. For example, both Vale and Rio 
Tinto, sometimes through local subsidiaries 
and always with the help of local states and 
security forces, have privatized large areas 
of land in places like Mozambique, Bra-
zil, and Colombia for resource extraction, 
thereby displacing people, often through 
forced evictions. After setting up operations, 
they have been accused of poor working 
conditions, sometimes even forced labor; 
pollution and contamination; corruption and 
illegal licensing; and attacking environmen-
tal activists. There have been local protests, 
contestations, and, obviously, violence. 
Securing these extractivist ventures, then, 
requires weapons, in the production of 
which BlackRock also owns shares. People 
dispossessed and displaced by these securi-
tized financial ventures go on the move, and 

people on the move are vulnerable to all 
sorts of things, including detention at bor-
ders. It’s a good thing, then, for BlackRock 
to also own shares of prison companies that 
detain people on the move. There is profit 
at every point in the cycle of dispossession, 
displacement m and detention. They call it a 
diversified portfolio. And thereby also shirk 
blame. With one decision, Larry Fink could 
seal the fate of the prison company Core 
Civic, yet somehow we are to not blame 
the directors and owners of these funds and 
these companies, who protect themselves by 
being seated here whilst their profit-driven 
atrocities take place elsewhere.

Most large funds and billionaires inevitably 
invest in the same cycle, including most US pen-
sion funds and banks, many of which also have 
large art collections run by smiling art curators. 
Vanguard, securing the future of America’s em-
ployees in their old age and one of the largest 
asset managers in the world, has a very similar 
investment profile and directors that serve on 
various boards, including the Boston Museum 
of Fine Arts. It can’t be otherwise.

The state, and its security apparatus, from 
police to the military, are hijacked by these 
imperatives—they call it development or 
economic growth, but it’s really just profit. In 
this situation, all corporate heads will defend 
the arrest and incarceration of indigenous 
and environmental activists who know that 
another pipeline will only increase oil leaks 
and pollution. The oligarchs will trigger and 
defend the arrests in the name of growth, as 
they are appointed to serve on the boards 
of museums around the country. No wonder 
then, that despite repeated requests by activ-
ists and artists, not one of the major muse-
ums has stood up to declare what position it 
holds vis-a-vis funds linked to war, disposses-
sion, displacement, or prison profits.

And that translates to the curators, writers, 
and artists, only a handful of whom have 
stood up and confronted the horror. This is 

not to blame curators or artists, for what 
the struggles at the Whitney and MoMA 
have shown is that the administration will 
be punitive.

As for the artists, they worry that without 
the valuation of the accumulated wealth and 
power of the big institutions, they will never 
get anywhere. That is not the case, of course, 
and to think so is to buy into the colonial 
fiction of the metropole, the metropolitan, 
the center. But the point here is to highlight 
the regime of fear, to recognize that we are 
working under the repressive regimes of 
these institutions which pretend to operate 
in the name of artistic freedom and freedom 
of expression but enact the security regime’s 
tactics of producing insecurity, financial or 
otherwise. Producing fear. As MTL+ and 
FTP wrote last year, the tactic of becoming 
ungovernable is precisely to come together 
to get over that fear.

Oligarchic institutions don’t abide by re-
form. They need breaking up. Getting rid 
of Warren Kanders from the board of the 
Whitney may not have decisively changed 
the conditions on the ground in Palestine, 
Ferguson, Standing Rock, the US-Mexico 
border, or any of the other places where 
Safariland weapons were used. But it was 
useful because it shifted the frame and 
showed a surging power in cultural activism, 
positioning it as part of a larger social and 
political mobilization addressing not just 
what art belongs on what wall, but the ma-
terial and structural conditions underlying 
the decisions about what a wall is. All these 
actions—naming harm, forcing accountabil-
ity, bringing down monuments, claiming 
reparations, reclaiming stolen land—have 
been and continue to be about those walls, 
borders and barricades that get erected to 
ensure the security of the state. They were 
and continue to be about the evasion and 
dismantling of those walls, and the making 
of other worlds—plural, many, multiple, 
non-standard worlds—without those borders.
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Midtown is not simply a neighborhood 
sector of Manhattan, it is the home 
of a Central Business District (CBD)—
typically the area in a city with the 
highest land value, and with the 
highest concentration of commercial 
and financial capital investment. Over 
the course of the twentieth century, 
Midtown supplanted Wall Street as the 
city’s primary CBD. Large landowners, 
like the Rockefeller family, played an 
outsized role in “curating” the land 
markets of both of these CBD’s, with 
the Rockefeller Center complex, in 
particular, playing a key anchoring 
role.  That MoMa became the premier 
museum of Midtown (geographically 
and conceptually distinct from 
the Museum Mile of the Upper 
East Side) meant that it was more 
centrally aligned with the engines 
of real estate growth and capital 
accumulation. MoMa grew up in the 
same neighborhood as America’s 
corporate titans headquartered in 
the Midtown’s CBD. These kids on the 
block know each other very well—they 
went to the same school of capital 
accumulation. MoMa’s cultivation of 
“modern art” is indissociable from the 
corporate aesthetic of the American 
century because it is rooted in the 
same epochal mode of production.

As the FIRE (finance, insurance, 
and real estate) industries began 
to supplant manufacturing as New 

York’s base economy, Midtown 
and its homegrown museum went 
with the flow, expanding upwards 
and outwards. Townhouse rows 
morphed into canyons of glass and 
steel. During the Bloomberg years, 
Midtown was the primary destination 
for foreign investment in the city’s 
real estate, most of it dirty money 
in search of a tax avoidance haven 
or money laundering opportunity. 
Billionaire’s Row was the inevitable 
outcome of tycoons, princelings, and 
oligarchs from Russia, Asia, and the 
Middle East    looking for a place to 
park their surplus capital. Purchased 
with cash or through shell companies 
or LLCs, their owners have good 
reason to shield their activities from 
public and legal scrutiny—they are 
as crooked as the day is long.  These 
palaces in the sky were not built to be 
lived in; they are safe deposit boxes 
for the plunder of global capitalist 
speculation.  At nighttime, you can 
tell that entire, darkened floors of 
the Row’s supertalls lie empty while 
the city’s homeless shelters are 
overflowing. The gulf between ultra-
luxury speculation and existential 
need is an extreme symptom of the 
capitalist production of housing crises.   

MoMa officially jumped into the real 
estate business with the construction 
of Museum Tower. This white glove 
condominium, designed by Cesar 

Pelli, was part of the museum’s 
upward expansion, executed in 
the early 1980s. But this de luxe 
venture was only a preview of things 
to come, when an adjoining lot 
was sold to developers in 2007 for 
construction of an even more lavish 
cloud buster—the Tower Verre. 53 
W 53, as it is now known, is often 
claimed as part of Billionaires Row 
on account of its soaring elevation 
and unit prices. Unlike Museum 
Tower, it is a stand-alone real 
estate play, but it is still an integral 
part of the MoMa scenescape. 
Perpetual benefactor membership 
of the museum is one of the perks 
of residency, which also include a 
65-foot lap pool, golf simulator, 
squash court, private theater and 
restaurant. For the occupying class, 
the museum is just another bundled 
amenity on its doorstop.

That MoMa plays an adjunct 
role in Billionaire’s Row is no 
coincidence. The art collectors 
and donors in MoMa’s orbit are 
the same people who invest in the 
supertalls, just as the composition 
of its board overlaps with the board 
membership of many of the large 
corporations headquartered in the 
surrounding blocks. MoMa and its 
adjoining tower are at one with the 
predatory system of accumulation 
that built the supertalls just as the 

stately Met is at one with the older 
money of the Upper East Side. Their 
contents rotate between the private 
collections of townhouses and 
condos and the exhibition galleries, 
just as their larger spaces serve to 
host the grander social functions of 
the art-collecting bourgeoisie. Both 
museums are open to the public 
in the same spirit that the British 
aristocracy open their carefully 
curated mansions to the public. 

If 53 W 53 is a trophy of class war, 
MoMa is its theater of operations, 
where the strategies of extraction 
and speculation are planned and 
staged through the medium of art. 
Appreciation is demanded, whether 
from the architectural critics who fawn 
over Jean Nouvel’s tower, the art 
critics who are groomed to separate 
artworks from the sordid economy 
through which they circulate, and the 
mass tourist, checking off their list of 
must-see destinations. Considered as a 
single complex, the combo of MoMa, 
the Museum Tower and 53 E 53 is the  
concrete expression of the interlocking 
interests of the ultra-luxury capitalist 
class and the artworld’s professional-
managerial class, each serving the 
other in close proximity to their high-
security precincts. Nowhere else is the 
architecture of power and greed so 
clearly and shamelessly displayed as 
on this midtown block. 

Andrew Ross

Growing Up on 53rd Street: 
MoMA, Midtown, Modernity
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“Reconstructions: Architecture and Blackness in America,” 
the landmark exhibition currently on view at MoMA, opens 
with a manifesto printed on denim and hung to obscure the 
name of Philip Johnson, the architect and founding MoMA 
architecture curator to whose memory the museum’s archi-
tecture and design galleries are dedicated. For museums that 
rely on private donations to build their collections, a gallery 
is what fundraisers call a naming opportunity. In Johnson’s 
case, it seems his name was attached to the Museum’s archi-
tecture and design galleries less in hopes of raising signifi-
cant funds, than in recognition of Johnson’s contributions to 
the institution, which included a large number of valuable 
artworks. Though the terms of these bequests are not public, 
it is reasonable to assume that the Museum’s resistance to 
calls to remove Johnson’s name from its galleries, and from 
one of its curatorial titles, has something to do with Johnson’s 
material as well as symbolic legacy.

The most recent of those calls was made in November 2020 
in a widely circulated letter from The Johnson Study Group, 
which highlights Johnson’s fascist and proto-fascist political 
affiliations and activities during the 1930s as cause for re-
moval. Within MoMA, concern goes at least as far back as 
the 1940s, when Johnson’s rival, then-architecture curator 
Edgar Kaufmann Jr., commissioned a private investigation into 
Johnson’s public anti-Semitism. Although Kaufmann’s investiga-
tion did not prevent Johnson from consolidating his influence 
at the Museum half a century ago, the Study Group has now 
succeeded in convincing the Harvard University School of 
Design to remove Johnson’s name from the house he designed 
and built in Cambridge as his thesis project. One reason for 
their success at Harvard is almost certainly that, after years 
of biographers and historians combing through the details of 
Johnson’s life, the facts of the matter are hardly in dispute, 
only their interpretation. Here is a brief summary.

Philip Johnson was no political dilettante. In the 1930s, he 
actively pursued a fascist, racist, and anti-Semitic political 

project, using his inherited wealth to support, gain access to, 
learn from, or attempt to influence sympathetic political figures 
and their movements. Franz Schulze, Kazys Varnelis, Joan 
Ockman, and Mark Lamster have extensively documented 
and commented upon Johnson’s political actions and writings 
during this period; in 2016, the journalist Mark Wortman sum-
marized the salient facts for Vanity Fair. 

In 1934, after several years spent establishing MoMA’s 
architecture department under the tutelage of Alfred Barr, 
Johnson turned his attention to political organizing, when he 
and MoMA executive secretary Alan Blackburn attempted 
to found a nationalist party, the “Gray Shirts” (an allusion to 
Hitler’s “Brownshirts” and Mussolini’s “Blackshirts”). Failing 
that, and in close contact with American fascist ideologue 
Lawrence Dennis (whom Johnson was also funding), the two 
quit their MoMA positions and traveled to Louisiana as a 
self-appointed “brain trust” for the racist-populist “Kingfish” 
Huey Long. Frustrated by their marginalization as East Coast 
elites among Long’s supporters, and by now also affiliated 
with the anti-Semitic radio priest Father Charles Coughlin, the 
two turned their attention to Germany. There Johnson’s cultur-
al connections, cultivated during his time at MoMA, afforded 
access to higher-ups in the National Socialist party. In 1938, 
following Blackburn’s withdrawal to private life and with Den-
nis as a go-between, Johnson attended a Nazi propaganda 
camp for foreign sympathizers, and traveled to Nuremberg 
to hear Hitler speak at the last of the infamous spectacles 
staged there by the architect Albert Speer. Johnson reported 
on events in Germany for Social Justice (in which Coughlin 
famously plagiarized a speech by Joseph Goebbels), and for 
Today’s Challenge, the Nazi-funded propaganda organ for 
which Dennis regularly wrote. To these and other publications, 
Johnson also contributed stark political commentary, such 
as an article first published in The Examiner and reprinted in 
Today’s Challenge, that repeated eugenicist narratives of pop-
ulation replacement by characterizing declining white birth-
rates as “race suicide.” In 1939, Johnson was invited by the 

THE CASE AGAINST 
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Nazi Wehrmacht, or armed forces, to witness the invasion of 
Poland as a war correspondent for Social Justice. Though his 
fellow journalists suspected him of collaboration, a subsequent 
FBI investigation did not result in any charges, although it did 
for a number of others in Coughlin’s circle. Back in the United 
States, however, Johnson continued to speak publicly against 
what he claimed was, in today’s language, “fake news” that 
exaggerated the Nazi threat.

Had he not worked previously at MoMA, this far-right 
political organizing and writing would have been Johnson’s 
principal claim to fame when he applied to study archi-
tecture at Harvard in 1940, the same year that Harper’s 
included him in a feature on prominent “American fascists.” 
Instead, by Johnson’s own admission, the International 
Style modern architecture catalogue was his calling card. 
Absent MoMA, then, would Johnson’s money have been 
enough to erase the stain of his prewar political activities? 
This kind of counterfactual cannot be answered. But it does 
remind us that Johnson’s activity at MoMA, both before 
and after his political work, frames that work in a manner 
that has yet to be fully scrutinized.

Following a period of military service, Johnson turned to 
architectural practice and, financed by a personal fortune 
that began with the unexpectedly rapid appreciation of 
Alcoa stock inherited from his father, extended his activi-
ties as an art collector. In 1945, Johnson also returned to 
MoMA. He was reinstated as director of

 the department of architecture and design in 1949, and 
joined the Museum’s board of trustees in 1957. Called upon 
on various occasions to account for his fascist affiliations, 
which he never publicly repudiated with anything close to 
the directness and force of his early political writings, John-
son downplayed these as an unfortunate “mistake” brought 
on by the misguided enthusiasms of youth. This equivocal 
narrative was aided and abetted by architecture critics like 

Paul Goldberger and Brendan Gill, as well as by the PBS 
talk-show host Charlie Rose, whose fawning interviews with 
Johnson are an embarrassment to public discourse on the 
arts even in its most debased forms.

More than as a mediocre architect or as a power broker, Phil-
ip Johnson has been routinely celebrated at MoMA as among 
the Museum’s most magnanimous donors. In 1984, MoMA 
placed Johnson’s name on its new architecture gallery space. 
The following year, the Museum opened “Philip Johnson: Se-
lected Gifts,” featuring forty paintings and sculptures donated 
by Johnson, the first of two exhibitions dedicated to Johnson’s 
patronage during his decades-long involvement with the institu-
tion. The second, “From Bauhaus to Pop: Masterworks Given 
by Philip Johnson,” honored Johnson’s ninetieth birthday in 
1996 with an exhibition of twice the number of artworks in the 
previous show. Two years later, the Museum published Philip 
Johnson and the Museum of Modern Art, an edited volume 
celebrating Johnson’s patronage, in which painting and sculp-
ture curator Kirk Varnedoe praised Johnson’s transparently 
affected modesty despite his status as “among the most gener-
ous donors in the history of the Museum,” whose gifts includ-
ed “several of the most prized treasures in the Museum collec-
tion.” Speaking to his first biographer Franz Schulze, Johnson 
had described the experience of attending his first Nazi rally 
in Nuremberg in 1932 as an overwhelming aesthetic expe-
rience. Cultivating his profile as a patron at MoMA with the 
Museum’s enthusiastic participation simply continued this 
aestheticization of politics by other, more genteel means 
that actively allowed Johnson to avoid taking full public 
responsibility for his previous actions. This was not a matter 
of merely swapping politics for art, but of summoning art to 
stage the ongoing political act of denial. Johnson’s material 
and symbolic legacy at MoMA therefore runs deepest not 
in a name on a gallery but in the provenance of paintings 
in the vaults. In truly reckoning with that legacy, MoMA 
might finally prove itself worthy of the name “modern” in 
the most reconstructive sense.

https://www.instagram.com/p/CIHsgBfMk5L/
https://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2016/04/philip-johnson-nazi-architect-marc-wortman
https://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2016/04/philip-johnson-nazi-architect-marc-wortman
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/1956
https://www.google.com/search?q=philip+johnson+from+bauhaus+to+pop+moma+&rlz=1C5GCEM_enUS927US927&ei=AxWrYPSwOMPl5NoPluuDmAU&oq=philip+johnson+from+bauhaus+to+pop+moma+&gs_lcp=Cgdnd3Mtd2l6EAMyBQghEKsCOgUIIRCgAToICAAQCBANEB46BQgAEM0COgcIIRAKEKsCOgQIIRAKUL62AVjw7QFg_PABaAFwAHgAgAFwiAHFDJIBBDIyLjGYAQCgAQGqAQdnd3Mtd2l6wAEB&sclient=gws-wiz&ved=0ahUKEwi0vqyLqOHwAhXDMlkFHZb1AFMQ4dUDCA4&uact=5
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Philip_Johnson_and_the_Museum_of_Modern/Uku0PThSEdsC?hl=en&gbpv=1
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Mikinaak Migwans, 

“Thoughts on 

the Indigenous 

Struggle in the Art 

Museum, As Seen 

From the Struggle 

in the Ethnographic 

Museum”

1.  What is it to be freed from objecthood in the 

ethnographic museum?Indigenous people know 

what the struggle is about in the ethnographic museum. 

By now—one hundred years after William Halliday 

arrested forty potlachers in their regalia for the crime 

of dancing and sent them to the prison and the museum 

respectively, seventy years after the law used to do it 

was removed from the books, and a quarter of a century 

after repatriation became policy in both Canada and the 

United States—we know what this kind of colonial theft is 

about, and we know how to arm ourselves. Elders in this 

fight like G. Peter Jemison and Gloria Cranmer Webster 

have given us the tools of repatriation, revitalization, 

and re-creation in order to reforge severed ties, and I 

find it no coincidence that so many of these Indigenous 

cultural leaders are also artists. For them, this ongoing 

struggle has been about bringing back into the realm of 

presence, life, and futurity the Indigenous peoples that 

empire had rendered dead, past, over, and ownable. 

In other words, to get us OUT of the natural history 

museum and into the world.

2. What is it to be admitted into subjecthood in 

the art museum? The struggle in the art museum (we 

thought) was different. Here, we demanded admittance. 

Inclusion in the art museum was about overcoming a 

strategic colonial exclusion that neutralized our political 

power by confining us to objecthood. Artist and cultural 

theorist Jolene Rickard asserts that “the global visible 

presence of Indigenous art and makers is critical for 

the resurgence of Indigenous knowledge, asserting our 

sovereignty as discrete political and cultural communities 

and nations.” To reclaim the possibility of speaking (let 

alone being heard) as sovereign subjects, we demand 

that the colonizer cede the vaunted plinth. Our advances 

into this area, however, seem to meet familiar barriers. 

Commenting on the increasingly global circulation of 

Indigenous art in international exhibitions, Rickard 

notes that even on this lofty world stage, inclusion has 

been compromised by selecting the individual out from 

the collective, and the artwork from its larger frame of 

ideas. This “reveals the suppression of the recognition 

of Indigenous nationhood within settler states, while 

simultaneously acknowledging the resurgence of hundreds 

of Indigenous worldviews as ‘art.’” It may be that the 

art object presents the same structural challenge as the 

ethnographic object, and that the lessons learned in the 

ethnographic museum are needed here too.

3. What is the difference between the art museum 

and the ethnographic museum? The art museum 

elevates and isolates its object and calls it a “masterpiece,” 

while the ethnographic museum crowds it with context 

and calls it a “specimen.” Both pieces were looted from 

the same grave. The art museum deems itself the modern 

opposite of the ethnographic and natural history museums 

and tells us that progress is about racialized humans 

journeying from one to the other, as though they weren’t 

two poles of the same imperial project, and as though we’d 

ever forget who we were leaving behind. If the move from 

one model (or market) to another looks to us like liberation, 

it’s only because we’ve bought into modernity’s myth of 

progress as a straight line forward. We’ve never made it 

out of the ethnographic museum, just as we’ve never fully 

set foot in the art museum. The extended moment of both 

these struggles reflects the ongoing temporality of settler 

colonialism—always advancing but never complete. The 

art museum takes up the accumulative, extractive work 

that the ethnographic museum began, just as it takes up its 

ideological role in the articulation of statehood. So where 

does our struggle take us, if not forward into a “modernity” 

that we were told was synonymous with liberation?

4. The struggle is still about resisting the 

colonial claim of property relations. The ways 

that the ethnographic museum creates its object are not 

fundamentally different to the ways of the art museum. We 

can read the evidence of that ongoing claim in the museum 

exhibition or display (as many have fruitfully done), but the 

key mechanism of extraction is in its acquisition of objects, 

and in the wider kinds of acquisition that it makes possible 

in the world. When the state came for the Kwakwaka’wakw 

potlachers’ masks, it wasn’t because they needed something 

to fill out their dioramas; it was because Kwakwaka’wakw 

were dancing instead of working, and dancing to pass 

on land rights within Indigenous law rather than ceding 

it for development. When the state refused to return to 

the Haudenosaunee wampum belts and other tools of 

governance that should not have been sold, they weren’t 

interested in rescuing “relics” from obscurity; they were 

trying to make sure that Indigenous governance became 

a relic itself. Both of these object types have appeared as 

specimens or as art in this or that museum, and in neither 

style of display has the violence of their acquisition been 

transcended. They remain objects, trimmed to fit the glass 

vitrine, docile, trackable, and (ultimately) insurable.

5. Indigenous artists as leaders in the struggle.

When our artists and knowledge holders encounter these 

same institutions now, are they to believe that this time, it 

will be different? It might be different, but not because the 

institutions have changed—it will be because we are prepared. 

We know that the state continually extracts from us, in the 

realm of culture as in land and labor. When it comes for 

pieces of us, calling it inclusion, how do we resist the finality 

of its claim? How do we keep them from making trophies of 

our relations all over again, and using them to puppet our 

complicity in more sinister claims? I don’t have answers yet. 

But I look to the yields of our struggles in the ethnographic 

museum, and their successes in reasserting relations within 

sites of violence. Repatriation gave us the language of cultural 

property and collective ownership, which we will need in order 

to resist the state’s hold on the individual. It also gave us the 

power to reclaim objects and bring them back as relations. 

Revitalization showed us the value of our Elders’ knowledge, 

and the will to hold onto it. These practices complement those 

being used in the art world. Here, our leaders in the struggle 

for Indigenous presence in the art museum (Jemison and 

Rickard among them) gave us the tools of organization and 

advocacy, and showed us how to lift each other up despite the 

isolation and alienation of the institution. To this day, the work 

of decolonization in art spaces is done primarily by Indigenous 

people for Indigenous people (often on part-time, contractual, 

or some other precarious basis). It is this site of ongoing 

collective labour, in the gap of a constantly deferred state of 

“inclusion,” where the real project is being carried out.

6. What is the struggle? We as cultural workers 

labour to reclaim objects as kin, and to resist ongoing 

processes of colonial accumulation in the art museum, as 

in the ethnographic museum, as on the land and within 

the settler state.

Miigwech. That’s all for now.

Mikinaak Migwans, member of Wiikwemikoong Unceded 

Territory, Assistant Professor in Indigenous Art at the 

University of Toronto
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Museums are colonial projects as much as nation-building 
ones. They are also the result of monocultural schemes 
of urban planning and gentrification. If the colonial art 
museum is filled with desacralized stolen objects as a 
measure of territorial and cultural conquest, then the 
modern art museum collects the contemporary arts as an 
accumulative measure of capitalist market value. In these 
ways and many more, museums reflect dominant political 
economies and their social relations, which makes them 
powerful sites for decolonial political contestation as well 
as emergent protest cultures that work to build counter-
institutions. The ten weeks of art, action and conversation 
“Post-MoMa Futures” disentangle what we might call the 
museum industrial complex that embeds and expresses 
dominant market forces. The recent struggle over Barrick 
Gold, and the fact of Gustavo Cisneros’s ties to the 
gold mining company as a board of trustee member, 
brings forward how deep connections between art and 
extractivism in the Américas go. [1]

Within the global ecology that is New York City, 
and specifically within the colonized Lenapehoking 
Indigenous territories known as Manahatta, museums 
have been meaningful architectural sites of modern 
imperial world-making. For instance, MoMA’s self-
narrated history does not exaggerate when it declares 
itself “the greatest museum of modern art in the world.” 
With more than 200,000 works of art and extensive film 
and photographic archives, some of which I’ve conducted 
research within, MoMA has one of the most significant 
global collections of modern art anywhere, both 
collecting and occluding other traditions of art making. Its 
location at the intersection of 53rd Street and 6th Avenue 
represents a power center within Midtown Manhattan, 
surrounded by the Rockefeller Center, BlackRock, the 
New York City Police Foundation, and the Golden Tree 
Assets management.[2] The Museum of Modern Art 
is therefore both a symbol of an urban and historical 
architectural power grid, and a nexus of hierarchical and 
accumulative relations of conquest.

Extractive art washing, as I define it here, is the recurrent 
capitalist practice that invests in art and art collections as 

a fungible commodity, normalizing colonial and modern 
relations of biodiverse resource theft.

This was true during the European Arts Renaissance 
funded by oversea war and colonial ventures as much 
as it has been during the rise of US imperialism and the 
building of major art and cultural institutions across the 
United States. The US is not exceptional, as Canada, 
Norway, and many other countries in the world depend 
upon the entangled web of oil and art.[3]

Given that they accrue, exhibit, and program in the long 
shadow of petroleum empires and their new frontiers: 
What are the submerged relations of colonial and 
modern extractivism in the museum collection? What 
below-the-surface carbon entanglements and other 
sources of primitive accumulation make the museum even 
possible? And, more generally, how does the museum 
strike offer a way to imagine a post-extractive future and 
a decolonized world otherwise?

Black Gold and Art’s Fungibility

The original US robber barons of the nineteenth 
century were oil men, some of whom later switched 
their investments into gold and minerals. These barons 
became known for their ruthless practices that gave 
rise to American industry based on extraction. Even as 
movements for divestment from petroleum are currently 
gaining momentum, the very foundation of Standard Oil, 
Chevron, and Exxon is built upon black gold that continues 
to undergird the carbon dependent global capitalist 
economy.[4] In this key way, petroleum monopolies and 
their wealth transfers have not been a sideline to the story 
of modernity, but its extractive protagonist.

In an oil dependent capitalist world, art and art collections 
are the extractive profits from fungible commodities; 
Powerful agents then grant authority over what Jaques 
Ranciere calls “the distribution of the sensible,” where 
aesthetic value is organized to elevate particular art work 
of critical acclaim.[5] In this distribution, non-fungible 
tokens are the latest abstract use of art as fodder for the 
vertical capitalist machine.[6]

MOMA, CISNEROS, AND BEYOND: 
Artwashing and Extractivism in the Américas

Macarena Gómez-Barris, Global South Center (June 2, 2021)

The great Uruguayan writer Eduardo Galeano rendered 
these capitalist relations visible in his discussion of the 
“resource burden” of Latin America and the Global South:

No other magnet attracts foreign capital as much as ‘black 
gold’ … Petroleum is the wealth most monopolized in the 
entire capitalist system.  There are no companies that enjoy 
the political power that the great petroleum corporations 
exercise on a universal scale.

Standard Oil and Shell lift up and dethrone kings and 
presidents; they finance palace conspiracies and coups 
d’état; and they dispose of innumerable generals and 
ministers; and in all regions and languages, they decide the 
course of war and peace… The natural wealth of Venezuela 
and other Latin American countries with petroleum in the 
subsoil, objects of assaults and organized plundering, has 
been converted into the principal instrument of their political 
servitude and social degradation. This is a long history of 
exploits and of curses, infamies, and defiance (Galeano, 
2004:203-6; 1997:156-59).[7]

In the subsoil of museum possessions is a long history 
of exploits and plundering, where oil, hydroelectric 
damming, investments in the punishment industry, and 
militarization link the billionaire class to condemning 
resource rich regions of the world to what Galeano terms 
“their political servitude and social degradation.”

Within the underlands of world-class museums is also the 
curse of resource wars, the below the surface deposits that 
have historically given rise to militarism and control over 
natural commodities such that the dynamics of resource 
scarcity and its hoarding also organize global currents of 
peace and war.[8]

Indeed, Guggenheim made most of his profits from silver 
mining and smelting in Colorado, and one of MoMA’s 
original art patrons, John D. Rockefeller, made his fortune 
from investments from oil wells in Pennsylvania and Ohio 
in the latter half of the 1800s. Forays into Latin America 
by modern carbon barons became commonplace to a 
petrol imperial expansionist imaginary. As Greg Grandin’s 
book on Henry’s Ford’s excursions into the Amazon Basin 
shows, rubber dreams were pervasive to the extractive 
view that extended across the hemisphere, interconnecting 
the oil economy to the rubber boom, to Americanization 
of the world’s largest biodiverse region.[9] Further, the 
expansion of the prison industrial complex in the Américas 
has deep connections to Rockefeller’s direct political 
influence and the Cold War riptides that criminalized the 
Latin American political Left, its intellectuals, and activists 
as subversives and terrorists.[10] There is no innocence in 
these cultural substrates, just fosas comunas.

By the 1930s, both John D. Rockefeller and Paul Getty 
funneled their oil profiteering into art collections, creating 
the foundation of major US cultural institutions, and the 
creation of a particular form of modern art to serve 
US imperial interests. During the Cold War, MoMA 
inaugurated a new program of hemispheric art and culture 
among twenty-one republics, sourcing art to build out 
Pan-Americanism in an effort to sway Latin American and 
Caribbean hearts and minds.[11]

At the end of his life, John D. Rockefeller had become 
not only the world’s richest man, but also its greatest 
philanthropist. Yet, in Latin America the Rockefeller 
family name continues to be not a benevolent symbol, but 
responsible for the wreckages of American empire and 
its political interventionism through its acquisition of black 
liquid gold. After discovery of deep petrol reserves in the 
Andean Foothills, Standard Oil’s competition with Shell 
Oil in South America led to the Chaco War (1932-1935), 
a militarized conflict between Bolivia and Paraguay with 
lasting and profound consequences. Though competing 
accounts exist about the degree of interventionist 
corporatism, this unnecessary war between the two nations 
was at least in part fueled by Rockefeller’s greed.[12]

The enduring connections between American empire, 
extractivism, and art are not always visible. Recently, the 
Whitney Museum’s show Vida Americana exhibited a 
mural replica of “Man at the Crossroads,” the 1934 fresco 
Diego Rivera commissioned for the Rockefeller Center. This 
powerful work was chiseled off the wall because Rivera 
painted Lenin’s figure in direct opposition to Rockefeller’s 
demand. Influenced by New York Leftist groups to make 
stronger visual connections to power hierarchies in his 
work, Rivera also painted in the figures of the peasant and 
the worker to envision directions for a communist future. 
This rare overt inscription to Cold War relations, and the 
role of Rockefeller as a kind of heteropatriarchal figure of 
hemispheric capitalism, is an important art archival trace 
of US economic and military domination.

There are also gendered implications throughout these 
imperial histories of extractivism, war, and architecture 
that are then returned as liberal philanthropic motives to 
establish uniquely American cultural institutions. Empires 
are forcefully taken and built and then given away through 
kinder gestures as the museum collection. When Mrs. 
Rockefeller founded MoMA with other millionaire wives, it 
was not merely a place to record, collect, and display art, 
but as the design for an institution of hegemonic cultural 
influence. And, John D. Rockefeller who initially opposed 
experimental modern art came to see that abstraction could 
be championed as free expression, which was pitted against 
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the social realist art coming from material realities in the 
Américas. The history of museum collecting, then, must also 
be told through the wives of powerful barons as institution-
builders of US white art hegemonies, as well as through 
modern/colonial distributions of cultural distinction.

Extractivism and Art Washing

New York art galleries and their collections have 
historically operated as repositories for investment bankers 
and multibillionaire international conglomerates. And, as 
I have discussed, art ownership is a form of control over 
political and social value through the fungibility of art as 
a commodity. This is not to take away the significance of 
particular exhibitions such as Reconstructions: Architecture 
and Blackness in America, which makes explicit oil 
economy connections to anti-Black gentrification, or the 
countercurrent work of specific curators and curators 
of color, or even the diverse value and patrimony of 
collections themselves. My point is instead to ask: How 
does collected art embed, express, and erase the violence 
of the accumulative practices of global racial capitalism?

The Colección Patricia Phelps de Cisneros is a privately 
held collection based in both New York and Venezuela 
and it archives Latin American contemporary art. And, the 
Patricio Phelps de Cisnero Research Institute for the Study 
of Art from Latin America, established by MoMA in 2016, 
is yet another influential site of philanthropy, empire, and 
even the practice of influence that is art washing. Mr. 
Gustavo A. Cisneros, Cisneros’ husband, as the New 
York Times reported in 2002, is “a multibillionaire whose 
international conglomerate of 70 companies relies on 
unfettered access to high-ranking political and economic 
officials in nearly 40 countries.”[13] Such unfettered 
political access, as Galeano noted, is never innocent in 
producing myriad forms of inequality.

Cisneros made his fortune through diverse assets, with 
Venezuelan oil in the pre-Chavez period serving as the 
stronghold of his first earnings. When easy access to 
underground petroleum reserves proved to be difficult, 
Cisneros diversified his portfolio, becoming one of 
the richest men in South America. In the post-Pinochet 
landscape of expanded neoliberalism in the region, 
this meant that state policies aimed at privatization 
and deregulation helped grow Cisneros’s multinational 
economic and political authority.

Currently, Grupo Cisneros is a vast media empire based in 
Coral Gables, Florida, and it is a conglomerate of digital 
media, entertainment, tourist, and real estate investments, 

with an astounding consumer audience that reaches 
more than 600 million Spanish and Portuguese-speaking 
peoples throughout the hemisphere as well as in Europe. 
The Cisneros group is also one of the largest investors in 
Univision, which is broadly known as a conservative media 
organization with massive global cultural and political 
influence upon Latinx America and European markets.

The Cisneros MoMA collection was founded by Mrs. 
Cisneros, a powerful patron and nexus figure of art 
patronage in her own right, who by all accounts has 
an impeccable reputation. Yet, along the surface of this 
liberal philanthropy, and within the production of beautiful 
art texts and meaningful curatorial projects, even the most 
contemporary waves of art from the Américas cannot fully 
hide the structural conditions that produce a billionaire 
class, its outsized privileges, and its new destinations of 
imperial control.

Plundering petroleum-rich biodiverse Indigenous and 
Afro-Indigenous territories, as I’ve discussed in my book 
The Extractive Zone, is at the core of colonial modernity. 
Perhaps, then, communications and digital media empires, 
as well as real estate, have become the future of extractive 
capitalism? Media and communications, like oil wells 
and gold mines, make for powerful accumulative source 
materials that can be abstracted in ways that racialized 
capital thrives upon.[14] And, new technologies depend 
upon the same language as resource extraction, such as 
mining big data, prospecting and collecting biomatter, 
tracking users through surveillance, and normalizing 
dispossession through right wing agendas. Further, the 
military state is both the originator of, and thoroughly 
ingrained within, this new media matrix.

The ability of the Cisneros Group to accumulate billions 
of dollars of net worth through media conglomerates at a 
time of widening immiseration around the world is evidence 
of this new boundary line. Such investments into art and 
culture, particularly in New York, are part of the return 
upon extracted value, as appreciation, rent, and a rise in 
capital gains. And, cultural expansionism exacerbates and 
further solidifies the inequalities of the race/class/gender 
and sex order in the Américas, an order that has had 
permanence since the sixteenth century.

Decolonial Futures

Important struggles in East Los Angeles and in Boyle 
Heights upon Gabrielino and Tongva Indigenous occupied 
lands over the past few years against art washing have 
shown the intimate connections between real estate 

capitalist investment and an extractive art industry that 
displaces to take over. In the case of MoMA, as in the 
case of other museums like the Whitney, the target is often 
the board of trustees where the entanglements of the 
matrix of coloniality remind us to follow the money.

Over the past several decades and with particular 
intensity since Strike MoMA, I have thought a lot about 
the complexity of what it means to confront liberal 
institutions for their historic power grabs, their complicity 
and involvement in petroleum and carbon induced 
climate change, their explicit connections to the machine 
of war, empire, and Indigenous, including Palestinian 
dispossession. Even as it is always difficult to speak truth 
to powerful actors and institutions, the MoMA Strike 
crystallizes for me the importance of our transversal and 
coalitional work in creating new spaces for solidarity in an 
increasingly authoritarian, skewed, and unjust world.

In Verónica Gagos’s book The Feminist International 
(2020), the author points to the state as the target of new 
formations of political power as potencia. Gago builds 
upon the work of Marxist Anarchist Rosa Luxemburg 
to consider how feminist, precarious labor, those in 
the informal economy, Afro-descendant communities, 
Indigenous peoples, transnational feminists, queer 
and trans-alliances generate methods to confront the 
patriarchal and violent conditions of the modern and 
colonial state. Hers is a theoretically rich and elegant 
argument, so it is not my objective to reduce the work of 
Gago’s embodied activism and theory-action to a few lines 
here. Instead, I want us to consider how the racial and 
heteropatriarchal state, especially in what is constituted as 
the Global North, and in particularly in the United States, 
is one, but certainly not our only target. In epicenters like 
New York City, the art museum represents an extractive 
core of the problem, and may be a similar, and dare 
I say a better target for the multiple demands and 
dispossessions across geographies of extraction. At the 
same time, striking is a way to work together to continue 
to imagine and build a post-extractive future.

So far,a genocide of the Palestinian people; It connects 
to study of tri-continental alliances and decolonization 
movements, it organizes working groups that learn from 
and struggle on behalf of Black freedom, against the 
carceral state, for Immigrant rights and Internationalism, 
as well as several other current threads. This transversal 
and revolutionary activity has made me reflect further on 
how the museum and art collection are sites of extractive 
modernity and art washing, as well as how the capitalist 
power complex fully coheres in the museum.

Maybe targeting carbon centers and media empires 

is precisely what Stuart Hall referred to as the project 
of articulation in particular historical junctures. Maybe 
striking in every way possible is exactly what we have to 
do to unbuild the colonial planetary and think towards the 
wider pronoun, the We of our non-extractive future.
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Barrick Gold Corporation is a mining com-
pany headquartered in Toronto, Canada 
that, in addition to its silver and copper 
mines, operates 15 gold mines in Argentina, 
Canada, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
the Dominican Republic, Ivory Coast, Mali, 
Papua New Guinea, Tanzania, and the Unit-
ed States. After its mine in Carlin, Nevada, 
Barrick’s second most productive gold mine, 
which it co-operates with Newmont Gold-
corp, is the Pueblo Viejo mine, located on 
4,800 hectares of land near Cotuí, Domini-
can Republic. 542,000 ounces of gold were 
taken out of the mine in 2020, 590,000 
ounces were taken out in 2019, and Barrick 
notes on its website that another 6.2 million 
ounces of gold are “proven and probable,” 
15 million ounces are “measured and indi-
cated,” and 2.4 million are “inferred.”[1] 
Barrick intends to get as much of thosethat 
23 million ounces of gold out of Pueblo Viejo 
as possible and has been steadily draining 
the mine since developing the project under 
the presidency of Leonel Fernandez and be-
ginning operations in 2012. The Pueblo Viejo 
mine in the Dominican Republic is the first 
mine exploited by the Spanish on the island 
and in the Americas, with evidence that ex-
cavations began during Columbus’s second 
voyage in 1493.[2] Five hundred years after 
Spanish colonizers forced Tainos and Afri-
cans to dig into sacred mountains to send 
gold pieces throughout the growing and 
vicious Spanish empire, the land is still being 
pillaged for a yellow metal that is a vital 
component in the global economic system.

Barrick’s accelerated exploitation of the 
Pueblo Viejo mine has devastated the health 
of the people and environment in the sur-
rounding communities. People can no longer 
eat or sell the yucca, plantains, and cacao 
plants that grow abundantly in the region. 
In many cases, people no longer attempt to 
grow these foods at all. Groundwater and 
wells have been contaminated, and one com-
munity leader described the constant smell of 
cyanide and sulphur in the air. One woman I 
met in Cotuí told me that Barrick’s contamina-
tion of the air, soil, and water has caused the 
lead levels in her blood to rise so much that 
her doctor must use a larger needle to extract 
the thickened fluid from her veins. I heard sim-
ilar stories at the encampment near the mine 
where, three years ago, local residents began 
publicly denouncing Barrick’s contamination, 
harassment of critics, and bribing of com-
munity members. People at the encampment 
warned us not to dip our feet in the rivers, 
since many people who did so developed 
skin rashes and infections., and  I was shown 
photographs of bleeding and peeling shins 
and ankles. People talked about the increase 
in cancer and breathing problems. According 
to an open letter signed by 88 organizations 
from 21 countries in May 2021, Barrick’s op-
erations had already contaminated the Hatillo 
dam (the country’s largest), ruining rice crops; 
contaminated the Maguaca and Margajita 
Rivers; led to increased cyanide and other 
metals in people’s urine and blood; and led 
to at least twenty-seven27 deaths by 2015.[3]
For twenty years, 450 families that live near 

BLOOD ON THEIR HANDS:
Barrick Gold, Gustavo and Patricia 
Cisneros, and Imperialist Networks of
Extraction in the Dominican Republic

By Sandy Plácido

the Pueblo Viejo mine have been demanding
for the last twenty years that they be relo-
cated , since they are forced to rely on just 
twenty 20 gallons of water per week provided 
to them by local authorities via Barrick. One 
woman I met at the encampment sent me doz-
ens of links to recordings and articles about 
Cotuí’s struggles against Barrick, as well as 
a voice note from her home where I heard 
unbearably loud clanking in the background, 
since there’s a mining workshop located right 
behind her yard.

The fight against Barrick has grown to oth-
er parts of the country where the mining 
conglomerate has expanded or is intent on 
expanding. One of these communities is the 
municipality of Yamasá, in the province of 
Monte Plata, about an hour north of, and 
up the mountains from, Santo Domingo. 
Since Barrick has mined much more gold 
than they should have in the last decade, 
they have run out of space in Cotuí to store 
the wastewater from mining operations. 
Thus, Barrick has plans to build a tailings 
dam in Monte Plata where twelve rivers 
originate, including the Ozama, the Domin-
ican Republic’s fourth largest river which 
veers east and then south for ninety90 miles 
before cutting through Santo Domingo and 
draining into the Caribbean Sea. The rivers 
in the region are important resources for 
a country that is ranked eighth out of 183 
countries in terms of vulnerability to natural 
disasters, has experienced “165 drought 
events in the last 35 years,” and where 
“two-thirds of the population will face acute 
water shortages within four years.”[4] In 
addition, tailings dams in particular are 
one hundred100 times more likely to fail 
compared to other types of dams, and these 
failures are exacerbated by heavy rains, 
of which the Dominican Republic is increas-
ingly subject due to climate change, and 
which would be particularly disastrous in 

the case of a tailings dam in Monte Plata, 
since water from that community will trav-
el downstream and affect millions.[5] The 
people of Yamasá have been organizing 
and they often say that they are not afraid 
to lose their lives if it means protecting one 
of the most historic and important rivers in 
the country.

The current struggle of the people of Ya-
masá is all the more meaningful when we 
remember that it is the same place where 
Mamá Tingó, one of the most beloved 
and revered figures in Dominican militant 
history, struggled for her land fifty years 
ago. Mamá Tingó was a farmer and orga-
nizer who worked and raised her family 
in Yamasá, and was killed in 1974 at the 
order of people who were attempting to 
take her land as part of a larger process 
of displacement due to the privatization 
of the land and the imposition of new 
legal terms for land ownership during the 
repressive, U.S.-backed Balaguer regime, 
known as the Twelve Years, or los Doce 
Años, of Balaguer.

People are still bravely fighting to defend re-
sources in Yamasá, but the conflict recently 
reached a fever pitch. On April 29, 2021, 
the people of Yamasá were attacked by the 
Dominican police, military, and SWAT teams 
sent by the Dominican government at the 
behest of Barrick. Barrick representatives 
had insisted on driving into the communi-
ty in order to hold talks and negotiations 
around the dam they want to build there, 
but community members have refused to 
engage. For months, the people of Yamasá 
have been regulating who comes into and 
out of their community, and on April 29th, 
they proceeded to block the streets when 
representatives of Barrick were trying to 
get through, with some individuals throwing 
their bodies down in the road in front of 



142 143

the vehicles. These Barrick and governmen-
tal representatives were accompanied by 
armed forces who began to shoot tear gas 
and bullets into the crowd.

The video of this confrontation between the 
ruling elite’s militarized enforcers, and the 
courageous water, air, and land defenders, 
was recorded and edited by my friend and 
colleague, Saudi Garcia, an anthropologist 
who is one of the experts on the history 
of, and current day struggles against, the 
Barrick mining crisis in the Dominican Re-
public.[6] The people who run Barrick and 
the people allowing Barrick to operate in 
the Dominican Republic are part of imperi-
alist networks of extraction that perpetuate 
the human and environmental exploitation 
that has ravaged the Americas since 1492. 
These imperialist networks of extraction 
depend upon the ideological and material 
support of members of the transnational 
ruling elite such as Gustavo Cisneros, and 
his wife, Patricia Phelps de Cisneros.

Gustavo and Patricia Cisneros are promi-
nent players in the imperialist networks of 
extraction that link institutions such as the 
MOMA to the genocidal practices of global 
corporations such as Barrick. As has hap-
pened before in Latin America, with compa-
nies such as the United Fruit Company, con-
nections between capitalists, politicians, and 
surveillance and enforcement entities lead 
to the destruction of lives and countries. 
Gustavo Cisneros is a billionaire from Ven-
ezuela whose money comes from running 
the Cisneros Group , which has a monopoly 
over “consumer goods, broadcast, media, 
technology and telecommunications hold-
ings” in Latin America and Spanish-speaking 
communities. Cisneros serves on Barrick’s 
Board of Directors, as well as its Internation-
al Advisory Board.[7] When Cisneros was 
appointed, Barrick Founder and Chairman 

Peter Munk said, “our Board will benefit 
from Gustavo’s extensive business experi-
ence and knowledge, particularly involving 
Latin America where we have significant 
assets.”[8] A wolf in sheep’s clothing, Cisne-
ros hides behind a white, elite Latin Ameri-
can identity, and uses his prior experience 
in capitalist exploitation to advise a global 
corporation still wreaking havoc on the lives 
and environments of impoverished communi-
ties today, in the midst of a pandemic.

Meanwhile, Cisneros’s wife, Patricia Phelps 
de Cisneros, also born and raised in Vene-
zuela, found a particular place within the 
dynasty she inherited and married into: the 
abstract art world. The great-granddaughter 
of a white man who left Harvard to study 
birds in Venezuela at the end of the nine-
teenth century and proceeded to become 
a businessman there, Phelps de Cisneros 
was inspired by the modernist architecture 
of Caracas, and began collecting abstract 
geometric art from Latin America. A long-
time supporter of The Museum of Modern 
Art (MoMA) in New York City, her col-
lection became the basis of the Colección 
Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, partly housed 
at the MoMA. Phelps de Cisneros and her 
husband also founded The Patricia Phelps 
de Cisneros Research Institute for the Study 
of Art from Latin America at the MoMA in 
2016, and they run various foundations, 
such as Fundación Cisneros and Fundación 
Tropicalia, which fund educational programs 
in the Dominican Republic and Venezuela 
that will never close the socioeconomic gaps 
in the region as long as intergenerational 
capitalist exploitation continues. As Phelps 
de Cisneros gazes at abstract art from Latin 
America, and sets the agendas for her 
foundations with her husband and daugh-
ter, she seems unable to see what is right in 
front of her face: the imperialist networks of 
extraction that she actively participates in 

alongside her husband and the rest of the 
global ruling oligarchy, who shroud their 
deadly business practices and political inter-
ventions (Gustavo Cisneros pushed for the 
overthrow of Venezuelan president Hugo 
Chavez in 2002) behind sinister cultural and 
social programs that exacerbate inequalities 
and humiliate our people even further so 
that the ruling elite can feel less guilty about 
killing us in the first place.

Gustavo Cisneros and Patricia Phelps de 
Cisneros, and all imperialist capitalists like 
them, are engaged in material as well as 
ideological violence. The Phelps de Cisner-
os Research Institute at the MOMA, due to 
its practices as well as its association with 
Gustavo and Patricia Cisneros, promotes a 
white supremacist, capitalist, and imperialist 
perspective that simultaneously determines 
which artists and art are seen as worthy, 
while poisoning the people and places where 
the art comes from. As Phelps de Cisneros 
upholds a particular cultural and social agen-
da, her husband advises fellow capitalists 
on how to deal with pesky activists, perhaps 
passing along the business card of the peo-
ple who operated the drones that were flying 
over us when we visited the brave people of 
Cotuí at their encampment against Barrick.

The Dominican Republic, and everywhere 
else where Barrick is mining, needs us to be 
on the lookout for the imperialist networks 
of extraction that violently loot minerals and 
metals, as well as ideas and artistic cre-
ations, from our communities. The imperialist 
capitalists steal and kill to build their worlds 
and currencies with our gold, in cities where 
we clean, cook, and take care of them. This 
cycle will come to an end as more of us wake 
up to who actually has the power and the 
resources. May the Cisneros family and all 
the other imperialists and capitalists sweating 
due to the waves of world revolution read 

this and shake with shame and fear. The 
exploited ancestors who have fallen over the 
last 500 years are fueling today’s movement, 
and we will not stop until the mountains, 
rivers, oceans, lands, plants, people, and 
animals of the world are restored to their 
dignity and integrity

[1] https://www.barrick.com/English/opera-
tions/pueblo-viejo/default.aspx
[2] “Mina de Oro de Pueblo Viejo: Primer 
Campamento Minero de República Domini-
cana y América. Evidencias de Asentamientos 
Humanos de Época Colonial Estudiados por 
el Museo del Hombre Dominicano. La Mina 
se Explotó desde el Segundo Viaje de Cris-
tóbal Colón (1493-1496)”
https://www.laromanabayahibenews.
com/2013/05/mina-de-oro-de-pueblo-vie-
jo-primer-campamento-minero-de-republi-
ca-dominicana-y-america-evidencias-de-asen-
tamientos-humanos-de-epoca-colonial-estudi-
ados-por-el-museo-del-hombre-dominicano-
la-mina-se-ex/
[3] Open Letter sent to Antonio Reynoso, 
Orlando Mera, Mark Bristow, and Juana 
Barceló by Earthworks, the Global Justice 
Clinic from NYU School of Law, MiningWatch 
Canada, and other organizations, May 4, 
2021. https://www.earthworks.org/cms/as-
sets/uploads/2021/05/Barrick-sign-on-letter-
final-2021-w.signatures.2.pdf
[4] Ibid.
[5] Ibid.
[6] https://saudigarcia.squarespace.com
[7] https://www.barrick.com/English/news/
news-details/2003/Barrick-Appoints-Gus-
tavo-Cisneros-to-Board-of-Directors/default.
aspx
[8] https://www.barrick.com/English/
news/news-details/2003/Barrick-Ap-
points-Gustavo-Cisneros-to-Board-of-Direc-
tors/default.aspx

https://saudigarcia.squarespace.com/
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It is no secret that Patricia Phelps de Cisneros is a he-
gemonic force, not just for the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA) in New York, but across Latin America. Cisneros 
is a longtime member of the board of trustees and of sev-
eral acquisition and funding committees at MoMA, where 
artists and activists are denouncing the board members 
connections to imperial crimes against humanity.[1] Her 
foundation has donated 230 artworks over the last forty 
years to MoMA, drastically shaping the collection and 
further increasing the family name’s influence over the 
museum. Board affiliations and artwork donations to 
other major art institutions further spread the Cisneros 
Foundation’s authority across borders.[2] Moreover, the 
Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Research Institute at MoMA, 
a key funder for research and curatorial projects on Latin 
American art, is designed to be the leading research 
center in the field.

Beyond their influential power in the museum institution 
that is MoMA, one can understand that the Cisneros 
dynasty has a monopoly over the Latin American art field 
in general. Through its influence and monetary support 
the Cisneros directly shape and control the canon of Latin 
American art by dictating which artists are worthy, what 
projects get funding, who gets residencies, exhibited, 
collected, published, and whose careers will be validated 
and accepted by the institutions of the art world. This eco-
nomic investment is possible with the cumulative wealth of 
Cisneros and her husband, Gustavo A. Cisneros, whose 
media empire and multibillion dollar conglomerates 
further grant him global political access, a political and 
economic wealth Macarena Gómez-Barris reminds us is 
not innocent in producing inequalities.[3] Meanwhile, 
many countries in Latin America do not have the finan-
cial resources to support artists or cultural workers, 
and even within the mainstream US and Eurocentric art 
worlds, Latin American art is still seen as marginal and 

devalued in some cases. This creates a situation where 
precarious artists and cultural workers both in the US 
and Latin America are dependent on the philanthropy 
of the Cisneros. What this reveals is that the Cisneros 
collection and foundation is truly “the MoMA” of the 
Latin American art world.

Additionally, the Cisneros’ overarching power extends 
into arts education, since the curriculum that determines 
which artists and geographies are worthy of study and 
research is often based on the existing collections of 
museums like MoMA. Relatedly, the Cisneros collection 
favors certain aesthetics and geographies, meaning that 
there is a geopolitical aspect to the ripple effect of the 
Cisneros power in the art world that has centered white-
ness. A well-known anecdote is that Patricia Cisneros’ 
fascination with collecting Latin American art began with 
her love for the Venezuelan city of Caracas, which she 
viewed as a cosmopolitan city in Latin America that was 
emblematic of modernity, an idea that has since fueled 
her mission to include Latin American art into the can-
on of modern art—a canon that is already Eurocentric, 
anti-Black, and anti-Indigenous. With such a mission 
then, the question is what to do with those sides of Latin 
America that do not reflect the cosmopolitan wealth of 
elite centers, but that more accurately reflect the under-
side of modernity, or coloniality, as we see in current 
sites of struggle by Afro and Indigenous peoples such 
as in Colombia, Bolivia, Honduras, Puerto Rico, and the 
Dominican Republic?

Consider one of the Cisneros’ prized collections, the 
Orinoco Collection. Comprised of over 1,500 quotidian 
and ceremonial objects taken from twelve Indigenous eth-
nic groups across the Amazon in Venezuela, it took the 
Cisneros over three decades of expeditions to accumu-
late. With the collection, the Cisneros claim to promote 
international awareness and protection against threats 
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to Indigenous existence. Yet, when exhibited across Eu-
rope with the title Orinoco. Viaje a un mundo perdido, 
the collection was promoted as an opportunity for view-
er immersion into an already “lost world.” The display 
of the Orinoco Collection not only relied on cultural 
extractivism facilitated through the family’s wealth and 
extensive travels to the Amazon, but further relegated 
Indigenous communities to a romanticized and extinct 
past while promoting a colonial experience for viewers 
into what it repeatedly described as the most “savage, 
inaccessible, and magical regions of the planet.”[4] 
Such contradictions in art collecting and museum prac-
tices, reveal a long colonial history of wealthy collectors 
shaping and determining how those it places outside of 
modernity are allowed to exist in its art institutions and 
colonial art narratives.

In this art context, decolonization is easily appropriat-
ed by the art world only as an idea, with no required 
commitment or care for those struggling against ongoing 
colonization. Indigenous struggles against racism, land 
theft, and extractivism from the underside of modernity 
all become acceptable only as subject matter in art—that 
is, content to be collected, to be displayed, to be looked 
at—but not decolonization as actual praxis. It is one of 
the hypocrisies of the Cisneros dynasty, as well as other 
imperialist practices in the art world, to display struggles 
of liberation for visual consumption while profiting from 
the extractivism and oppression of the very people that 
do not represent that modernity, as with the communities 
in Pueblo Viejo resisting Barrick Gold Corporation, a 
multinational mining company with Gustavo A. Cisneros 
on its Board of Directors. 

The Dominican Republic’s Pueblo Viejo mine is the largest 
gold mine in the Americas and the first to be exploited by 
Spanish colonizing settlers, meaning its existence today is 
a continuation of an anti-Indigenous and anti-Black colo-
nial project. It is not a stretch to assume that the farmers 
in Pueblo Viejo resisting Barrick Gold mining also do 
not fit within the romanticized idea of modernity upheld 
by the Cisneros. Sandy Plácido has noted that because 
of the environmental violence Barrick Gold has already 
inflicted, local communities are unable to cultivate tradi-
tional foods and crops, must endure lingering smells of 

cyanide and sulphur in the air, cannot access water from 
polluted rivers that cause damage to human skin, and 
must rely on the bottled water that Barrick Gold is forced 
to supply because the company has polluted the drinking 
water.[5] Barrick Gold has a long history of human rights 
abuses as a result of its extractivist practices around the 
world, including Argentina, Australia, Canada, Papua 
New Guinea, Peru, Philippines, Tanzania, Zambia, and 
the United States.[6] Even in New Mexico, where I’m 
currently located, Indigenous communities are still deal-
ing with contamination of uranium caused by Homestake 
Mining Company, which is a subsidiary of Barrick Gold.
[7] Plans to expand mining through new tailings dam 
into the neighboring communities, in addition to being 
emblematic of capitalist greed, is also an attack on the 
existence of future generations of Dominicans and the 
land they call home.

Undoubtedly, the Cisneros Foundation’s array of in-
vestments increased visibility and market value for Latin 
American art, drastically shaping the field of art history, 
including by modeling the curriculum and producing 
tenure-track and curatorial positions. Yet, funneling 
money into art institutions is a clear way to detract 
from their entanglements in imperialist crimes against 
humanity. Large monetary gifts to cultural institutions 
help overshadow and impede suspicions or inquiries, 
into where these philanthropic gifts come from, and is a 
form of corporate PR. It creates a persona of generosity 
and credibility, one solely invested in increasing acces-
sibility to the arts for the betterment of humanity and 
increasing the representation of marginalized artists. In 
other words, it is a white-savior industrial complex for 
the arts. But as we know, representation is not social 
justice, representation is not decolonization, and repre-
sentation is not liberation. In fact, philanthropy dona-
tions are often designed to increase the financial value 
of the collectors’ collections, it is often a self-serving gift. 
It is thus not just the artists that are instrumentalized by 
hegemonic institutions in the process of artwashing, but 
the curators, scholars, and producers of knowledge who 
are commissioned to give value to the collection through 
their labor, thus augmenting the collector’s financial and 
cultural capital. That is, we art historians, art educators, 
and curators are entangled as well and have a respon-
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sibility to call out and intervene in the violent practices 
of art institutions, of which the Cisneros’ affiliation 
with Barrick Gold is just one example. The art world is 
drenched in blood, drenched in colonial ideologies, and 
is built to uphold white supremacy as we see with other 
MoMA board members.[8]

Because of the power that the Cisneros dynasty has 
on not just MoMA, but over arts sphere and arts 
education, there is an almost palpable fear among 
fellow art historians, curators, cultural workers, and 
artists when it comes to calling out the hypocrisy of a 
powerful, genocidal, and colonizing institution. And of 
course, just like there are vulnerable folks in university 
spaces, we can understand that there are few to no 
protections for those in the art world in Latin America. 
That just means it is urgent to critically question these 
hegemonic institutions and entities who are so powerful 
that they would instill fear and self-censorship among 
the collaborators they depend on. This is something 
we normally attribute to the policing practices of the 
academy, but clearly it is a normal practice among 
large museum institutions that function like capitalist 
corporations. It is thus important for those willing or 
able to speak out on behalf of those who cannot in 
cultural and education sectors, but above all, for those 
whose health, livelihoods, and ways of living are 
directly affected by the Cisneros’ entanglements with 
extractivist, imperialist, and colonizing practices. This 
extends beyond including the word “decolonization” 
or “decolonial” in curatorial projects.

Strike MoMA shows us that focusing on MoMA is just 
a point of departure to address a system of coloniality 
that has used art as its own tool of colonization. By first 
exposing how museums are entangled with the prison 
industrial complex, militarization, displacement, ex-
tractivism, and land theft, it is then impossible to contin-
ue to see the museum as an innocent and exceptional 
institution that only brings beauty and culture to us. Yet, 
holding on to the myth of this colonial narrative is what 
still leads some people to ask, “why MoMA?” It is here 
that understanding that the museum is a colonial prod-
uct that beyond gate keeping enforces colonial aesthet-
ics is also important.

 The museum is a Western colonial invention. The history 
of Western aesthetics shows it was founded on the idea 
of inferior and superior races and that racial hierarchies 
determined appreciation for beauty and artistic abilities. 
Undermining the creative expression of subjugated peo-
ples as a way to reinforce hierarchies of human civiliza-
tion further justified enslavement, pillage, and colonial 
violence. Just as art continues to be a form of resistance, 
including for Indigenous and people of color, artists and 
curators currently challenging the colonial logics of the 
museum, so do art institutions continue to be a tools of 
the colonial project. So when we continue to ask why 
peoples with histories of enslavement, subjugation, and 
dispossession are not represented in major museums, we 
should remember that the museum was originally de-
signed to uphold white supremacy by dictating standards 
of who is capable of making art; who is “authentically” a 
creator and who is disposable.

Importantly, beyond philosophical categories or defini-
tions, this colonial aesthetic has come to violate humanity 
in tangible ways. We know of countless examples, from 
photography used to categorize and criminalize Indige-
nous peoples, to the abduction of families for exhibition 
in human zoos, to the visual extractivism of Indigenous 
systems of knowledge through the theft and display of 
textiles or spiritual objects, and even the theft of human 
remains for display or as subject of study. This has been 
going on since the inception of museums to the present as 
we just learned with the Penn Museum holding remains 
of children killed in the 1985 MOVE bombing.[9] These 
practices fueled by colonial aesthetics, have caused 
pain and suffering to those placed outside the Western 
categories of art and aesthetics, outside modernity, and 
contributed to the dehumanization of racialized peoples.

The urgency, therefore, in breaking with colonial aes-
thetics cannot be seen as an individual task for artists, or 
curators, but has to be entwined with parallel struggles 
to abolish prisons, to abolish borders, to end extractiv-
ism and dispossession, for the liberation of Palestine, for 
decolonization and land back, since colonial aesthetics 
and the museum as a colonial institution are part of the 
system that contribute to white supremacy and that has 
led to this ongoing colonial violence. We must continue 

to hold art institutions accountable, despite how wealthy 
and powerful its trustees may be. There is no one all-en-
compassing path, but we already have multiple models 
from our interconnected struggles where we can begin 
to imagine—from boycotts, to defunding racist institutions 
and redistributing funds to community-based models, to 
community governance, to building completely new spac-
es and ways of organizing.

As we collectively determine what a post-MoMA future 
will be there are questions, but there is also consensus: 
art must not be a sphere for the megawealthy to shape, 
control and profit from; art must not uphold colonial 
aesthetics; art must not be a guise to distract from imperi-
al crimes against humanity. We must also create anti-co-
lonial reconfigurations of visuality, art, and its principles 
and spaces from the perspective of those who by default 
of colonial logics were placed outside the realm of West-
ern art histories, theories, and practices, and thus outside 
humanity. This anti-colonial reconfiguration of art needs 
to be a part of other visions for decolonizing struggles, 
abolition struggles, immigrant right struggles, etc. Strike 
MoMA is already making these links in unprecedented 
ways and as it enters the next phase, moving these con-
versations beyond MoMA, and beyond New York, and 
beyond the US, will continue to show how our struggles 
are truly globally interconnected. It is through a familiar-
ity with the interconnectivity of our struggles that we can 
collectively plan exit strategies and imagine and design 
other ways of co-existing in a post-MoMA future.[10]

[1] See, “Frameworks and Terms for Struggle: Strike 
Moma” in Strike MoMA Website  <https://www.strike-
moma.org. 
[2] These include: The Blanton Museum of Art at the Uni-
versity of Texas Austin, The Bronx Museum in New York, 
El Museo de Arte de Lima in Peru, el Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía in Madrid Spain, and el Mu-
seo de Arte Moderno  de Buenos Aires in Argentina.

[3] See Macarena Gómez-Barris, “MoMA, Cisneros, and 

Beyond: Artwashing and Extractivism in the Américas,” 
https://globalsouthcenter.org/features/moma-cisner-
os-and-beyond-artwashing-and-extractivism-in-the-ameri-
cas/. 
[4] Gaiás Cidade da Cultura, Orinoco. Viaje a un mundo 
perdido. Museo Centro Gaiás GAIÁS—Cidade da Cultura 
Santiago de Compostela.

[5] Sandy Plácido, “Blood on their Hands: Barrick Gold, 
Gustavo and Patricia Cisneros, and Imperialist Networks 
of Extraction in the Dominican Republic” at https://www.
strikemoma.org/week-9

[6] See Human Rights Watch, “Papua New Guinea: 
Serious Abuses at Barrick Gold Mine” February 1, 
2011 https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/02/01/papua-
new-guinea-serious-abuses-barrick-gold-mine (accessed 
June 25, 2021). For more cases before 2015 see, Philip 
Mattera “Barrick Gold: Corporate Rap Sheet” in Corpo-
rate Research Project   https://www.corp-research.org/
barrick-gold (accessed June 25, 2021).

[7] Kendra Chamberlain, “‘This has got to stop’: Indig-
enous activists decry lingering contamination decades 
after the last uranium mines closed” in NM Political 
Report, November 23, 2020 < https://nmpolitical-
report.com/2020/11/23/this-has-got-to-stop-indige-
nous-activists-decry-lingering-contamination-decades-af-
ter-the-last-uranium-mines-closed/ > (accessed June 24, 
2021).

[8] See “Frameworks and Terms for Struggle: Strike 
MoMA” in Strike MoMA Website  <https://www.strike-
moma.org>

[9] See Hakim Bishara “Controversy Erupts Over Penn 
Museum’s Possession of MOVE Bombing Victims’ Re-
mains” Hyperallergic, April 22, 2021, https://hyperal-
lergic.com/639910/controversy-penn-museums-posses-
sion-of-move-bombing-victims-remains/. 

[10] This essay is a slightly expanded version of points 
I addressed in conversation for week nine of Strike 
MoMA along with panelists Saudi Garcia, Macarena 
Gómez-Barris, Nelson Maldonado-Torres, MónicaR-
amón Rios, and facilitated by Shellyne Rodriguez, and 
Nitasha Dhillon.
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https://globalsouthcenter.org/features/moma-cisneros-and-beyond-artwashing-and-extractivism-in-the-americas/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/02/01/papua-new-guinea-serious-abuses-barrick-gold-mine
https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/02/01/papua-new-guinea-serious-abuses-barrick-gold-mine
https://www.hrw.org/news/2011/02/01/papua-new-guinea-serious-abuses-barrick-gold-mine
https://www.corp-research.org/barrick-gold
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https://hyperallergic.com/639910/controversy-penn-museums-possession-of-move-bombing-victims-remains/
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It is tragic that coloniality, anti-indigeneity, and anti-
blackness play a foundational role in the formation of 
the modern world and that they continue to normalize 
practices of land dispossession, plundering, and mul-
tiple forms of extractivism in large parts of the planet 
today. However, the discourse of modernity—that is, the 
rhetoric that gives meaning to the modern nation-state, 
the modern Western university, and modern museums, 
among a vast number of institutions, ideologies, and 
practices that, together, establish the dominant common 
sense in contemporary societies globally—not only seeks 
to establish global dominance and hegemony; it also 
aims to obtain the highest form of praise, distinction, and 
respect. This hybris of modernity helps to explain the 
impetus behind its expansion through conquest and colo-
nization—the civilizing mission of the West—as well as the 
desire of many to be part of modern institutions.

To generate this desire, modernity must appear not only 
as the most powerful order in history, but also as the 
most rational, the most righteous, and the most civilized. 
Far from considering itself merely an expression of raw 
power and might, modernity claims to best serve the 
interests of the search for goodness, for truth, and for 
beauty. Goodness, truth, and beauty make reference 
to the broader areas of ethics, epistemology, and 
aesthetics, which find expression in the formation of 
the modern nation-state—as the home of the good and 
the right—, the university—as the home of the search for 
truth—, and the museum—as the pinnacle of the collec-
tion and preservation of beauty.

Basic presuppositions about ethics, epistemology, and 
aesthetics, as well as belief in the intrinsic connection 
between the highest ideals of goodness, truth, and 
beauty, on the one hand, and the nation-state—including 

a complicated relation of the nation-state with the cor-
porate world—, the university, and the museum, on the 
other, provide an aura of acceptability and inevitability 
to modernity/coloniality. The idea and the structure of 
the nation-state validates the museum, which in turn vali-
dates the university, and vice-versa, while they all obtain 
validation and direction from dominant modern Western 
conceptions of ethics, epistemology, and aesthetics. 
These elements and their connection conform an impres-
sive architectonics of domination and apparent epistemic 
justification that normalizes coloniality at a global scale. 
It is true that there have been and continue to be tensions 
between the interests of the nation-state and corpora-
tions, or between nation-states and corporations, on the 
one hand, and universities or museums, on the other, but 
these tensions take place as part of a larger set of shared 
commitments that serve to naturalize coloniality, and, 
therefore, to solidify practices of plundering, disposses-
sion, and extractivism. The same is true about intra-mod-
ern debates. Modernity is not homogeneous, but that 
does not mean that it lacks dominant trends. These trends 
and tendencies are inscribed, embedded, and repro-
duced in institutions, disciplines, and canons, which in 
turn set standards and expectations as well as open the 
field for what they deem acceptable differences.

The dynamics of domination that sustain the modern/
colonial world are as clear in the functioning of na-
tion-states as they are in universities and museums, which 
are often considered to be less political institutions than 
nation-state or corporations. In the Americas, universities 
and museums perform an important function in naturaliz-
ing coloniality. They do so, first, by taking land theft and 
the plundering of knowledge and artifacts as their mate-
rial point of departure. The actions here include building 
universities and museums with labor from enslaved peo-

Notes on the Modernity and 
Extractivism in Dialogue 

with Strike MoMA!
Nelson Maldonado-Torres (Frantz Fanon Foundation)

ple and racialized subjects in lands that were taken from 
indigenous peoples, and creating libraries, archives, and 
exhibitions that reproduce the lines between the suppos-
edly civilized and the uncivilized. This process involves 
the de-problematization of land theft and colonialism, 
making them appear as if they were issues of a past—a 
past that can be memorialized and even archived, but 
not taken as an effective point of departure to consider 
questions about restoration or justice.

Universities and museums also rely on extraction—of 
artifacts, of labor, and of knowledge—from colonies, 
former colonies, and the peripheralized world—includ-
ing indigenous reservations and poor and working-class 
neighborhoods in the “developed” world. The obscenity 
of the naturalization of and the dependence on extractiv-
ism is particularly evinced in what Macarena Gómez-Bar-
ris in conversation with Strike MoMA has referred to as 
“extractive art washing”: “the recurrent capitalist prac-
tice that invests in art and art collections as a fungible 
commodity, normalizing colonial and modern relations 
of biodiverse resource theft.”  In extractive artwashing, 
“Imperial histories of extraction, war, and architecture 
… are then returned as philantrophic motives to establish 
uniquely American cultural institutions.”

In the world of the largest museums in the global north 
and former imperial metropolises, extractive artwashing 
is sustained by interlocking directorates—the participation 
of members of a board of trustees or directors, usually mil-
lionaires and billionaires, serving on other such boards—, 
a central point in the Strike MoMA campaign that is at the 
center of their “Case Against MoMA.” The interlocking 
directorates evinces an often-unacknowledged connection 
between the corporate world, museums, and the modern/
colonial project of nation-building. Museums perform es-
sential work for the nation-state and for private donors. In 
the process, the meaning and function of art mutates and 
acquires peculiar forms. Art is separated from the life and 
wellbeing of communities and artistic creations acquire the 
status of objects to be contemplated while becoming sym-
bols of patriotism, capital, or both. Art becomes treasured 
national or private property to be exhibited in testament 
to the goodness of the nation-state, the hegemonic public, 
and/or private donors. The model of a successful relation-
ship between the nation-state, the museum, the corporate 
world, artistic production, and—as Ariella Aïsha Azoulay 
and Kency Cornejo have made clear in conversations 
hosted by Strike MoMA!—art education, reflects the ar-
chitectonics of domination and extraction that sustains the 
modern/colonial world.

Extractivism does not always appear in the ugly face 
of undermining sustainable habitats or as artwashing. 
It also appears in sanctioned practices of interpreta-
tion, theoretical elaboration, and critique in schools 
and universities. This typically happens when ideas and 
intellectual creations (texts and other artistic forms) 
that are a living testament to ongoing struggles for 
decolonization and liberation are “included” in liberal 
forums for the explorations of ideas—e.g., the stan-
dard university seminars, classrooms, reading groups, 
etc. In these contexts, the ethos of liberal intellectual 
production dominates, reproducing the white academic 
field. In universities, whiteness is reproduced in exer-
cises of mastery that typically leave the methods and 
approaches of interpreters and researchers untouched, 
while deactivating the questions and challenges that 
emerge from movement-based knowledges. The colo-
niality of knowledge takes place through the coloniza-
tion of movement-based knowledges by liberal-based 
intellectual acts. The extraction of ideas, the displace-
ment of questions, and the deactivation of challenges 
in favor of take center stage leading to the forma-
tion of the liberal intellectual, curator, and educator. 
Extractivist liberal intellectual practices are not limited to 
the work of scholars who happen to identify themselves 
as liberal. All too often one also find these practices in 
authors and researchers who write about anticolonialism, 
abolition, decoloniality, and decolonization, and who 
see themselves as radical. Ironically, scholars of decolo-
nization and related themes might be even more prone 
to problematic forms of extractivism than mainstream 
intellectuals, since they are frequently engaging move-
ment-generated theories and ideas.

Strike MoMA leaves us with a set of questions about 
the presence of extractivism in museum’s boards 
as well as in the very intellectual and pedagogical 
practice of those of us who work in universities. Be-
yond generating these questions, though, in calling 
for a post-MoMA future, Strike MoMA! also raises 
the possibility of non- and post-extractivist artistic 
and intellectual practices. More than just calling for 
a post-MoMA and a post-extractivist future, Strike 
MoMA! became and continues to be a hub for gener-
ating these practices. The archive of documents and 
videos are the source of a truly movement-based and 
decolonial form of knowledge generation through the 
enactment of an ethics, an epistemology, and an aes-
thetics of interconnection that provides crucial pieces 
for the building of an-other world.

https://globalsouthcenter.org/features/moma-cisneros-and-beyond-artwashing-and-extractivism-in-the-americas/
https://www.strikemoma.org/
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If modernity is an imperial crime, then MoMA is its 

fossil capital. We know the score. MoMA, inaugu-

rated decades ago by Rockefeller oil wealth, goes 

deep today with BlackRock, the multinational invest-

ment management corporation overseeing trillions of 

dollars, thanks to the latter’s CEO Larry Fink, member 

of the boards of MoMA (and NYU), also financial 

supporter of the NYC Police Foundation. The web ex-

pands further—shockingly—to the late billionaire serial 

sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, courtesy of his financial 

associate, MoMA trustee Leon Black, co-founder and 

former CEO of the private equity firm Apollo Global 

Management. The CEOs and corporate asset man-

agers that sit on MoMA’s board administer massive 

investments in fossil capital, linking extraction firms 

ExxonMobil and BP, to Vale’s and Rio Tinto’s mining 

interests, to private prison corporations Core Civic 

and Geo Group, and to weapons manufacturers Lock-

heed Martin and General Electric. Leading violators 

of human rights, workers’ welfare, and Indigenous 

sovereignty, worldwide, all are perpetrators of cli-

mate chaos and crimes against the earth, its peoples, 

its biodiverse forms of life.

Within MoMA’s board, we glimpse the overarch-

ing nexus of racial and colonial capitalism. We can 

also call it the fossil capital complex, which names 

the dominant global economic order that runs on 

climate-destroying fossil fuels and extends outward 

toward virtually all facets of society—from conserva-

tive media empires and Trumpist propaganda engines 

to funders of Israeli settler colonialism, from support-

ers of repressive policing and the prison industrial 

complex to the profiteering armaments industry. Its 

extractive, deathly interests are grounded in colo-

nial conquest, requiring access to any and all lands, 

territorial, aquatic, atmospheric, and virtual. Its 

massive profits—accumulated through violent, racial-

ized dispossession, and generating obscene levels of 

economic and sociopolitical inequality—depend on the 

militarized security state in order to surveil multitudes, 

suppress dissent, and monopolize violence against 

counter-insurgency threats, including mass movements 

for social and economic justice. The death star that 

is MoMA is toxic not because of this or that board 

member alone, but because its structural composition 

is continuous with the all-encompassing system of 

plutocratic inequality, racist violence, and lawlessness 

corporatism. In MoMA we can perceive the cultural 

logic of extractive capitalism, which is bringing livable 

existence to the brink of ecosystem collapse.

Like all museums of colonial modernity, MoMA con-

stitutes an apparatus of enclosure, one founded upon 

dispossessive accumulation and predatory inclusion, 

even as that enclosure depends on the destruction 

of life-worlds elsewhere, particularly in the Global 

South. Part of its logic is to encourage, solicit, ac-

quire, and profit from the radical dreams of revolu-

tionary emancipation, invoked in countless works of 

artistic imagination contained within its walls. Pre-

senting these dreams as the framed, objectified, and 

insured jewels in its ever-expanding collection, MoMA 

enlists and capitalizes on aesthetic challenges to its 

very rule, challenges to everything it represents, forc-

ing radical visions into its largely depoliticized narra-

tives of modern and contemporary art. Is burning the 

earth’s fossilized organic remains from hundreds of 

millions of years ago akin to extracting art’s freedom 

dreams that envision and even practice alternative 

forms of life beyond the reign of racial and colonial 

capital? Is the exploitation of anaerobic decomposi-

tions of dead and buried organisms, once alive and 

thriving, equal to those liberated worlds captured and 

MoMA and/as Fossil Capital
TJ Demos

reified as the luxury possessions of billionaires and 

sold back to us as ticketed entertainment? Not just 

that, for sure. Because now those freedom dreams—

from the aesthetic joys of revolutionary Soviet com-

munism to the rapturous art of Black Liberation, from 

stunning visions of Indigenous decolonization to the 

urgent projects for anti-sexist and anti-capitalist aboli-

tion—inspire StrikeMoMA.

We—those who find our shared politics and values 

in this movement of movements—recognize the traces 

of those past and ongoing struggles for liberation 

contained within MoMA’s walls. Yet our fidelity can 

never be to this or other institutions that enclose them, 

with their hierarchical leadership, their anti-demo-

cratic practice, their ruling class corporate boards 

enmeshed in the networks of earth-destroying corpo-

rate globalization. The strike must be general: against 

the entire edifice of modernity’s imperial crimes, past 

and present. That means de-exceptionalizing MoMA. 

We know it’s neither one institution, nor one trustee 

or regent. It’s structural, with all corporatized bodies 

participating in, and benefiting from, the terms of 

capital’s reproduction, accumulation, and securiti-

zation. This need not mean evacuating modernity of 

its innumerable oppositional formations—all of the 

anti-colonial struggles, movements against racism and 

all forms of discrimination, anti-capitalist uprisings, 

and solidarity strikes against modernity’s crimes. It 

remains urgent and necessary to research the tradi-

tions of the oppressed, to uplift the freedom struggles 

through our writings, to teach radical histories of and 

beyond the arts, to program and exhibit artworks that 

testify and give rise to these and further moments of 

rupture (even as we may work within these very insti-

tutions, acknowledging the conditions and working to 

overcome them). That work keeps alive all contribu-

tions and sacrifices, recruiting the past as avenger in 

what’s-to-come.

To bring other worlds into being, to infuse exist-

ing forms of life long colonized with new energy, 

to inaugurate a post-MoMA future premised upon 

climate justice—where a just climate expands to the 

sociopolitical, economic, and cultural, as much as to 

the biogeophysical and the multispecies—takes orga-

nizing. Engaging in the active labor of building power 

requires solidarity, the sometimes frictionful form of 

political belonging that socializes precarity and debt, 

collectivizing our resources in shared resistance, and 

operating in movements across social difference. Sol-

idarity stems from the recognition that we’re stronger 

together than apart, that none of us will be free until 

all of us are free. The cult of competitive individuality, 

expressed through endless critique and the fetishiza-

tion of originality—as exhibited in MoMA’s approach 

to fossilized artworks and through its extractive 

art-historical narratives—is nothing but politically dis-

abling, functioning as the divisive operating principle 

of the neoliberal arts and academy. By organizing, 

we challenge and reject that debilitating logic. We 

engage in world-building otherwise together, gener-

ating and growing the capacity to struggle for our 

common interests (even if not always identical), and 

in so doing, transcending the differences that capital 

uses to divide us.

In the face of current threats of world-ending fas-

cisms—those of neoliberal authoritarianism as much as 

rightwing populism and white supremacy—we cultural 

and educational workers can no longer afford to op-

erate merely as radical content providers to exploit-

ative institutions. The present conjuncture demands 

nothing less than doing all we can to build collective 

power within anti-capitalist and socialist organizing, 

and doing so wherever we are based, within and be-

yond these institutions. That means joining the forces 

of multiracial working-class solidarity, dedicated to 

decolonization, abolition, and the structural transfor-

mation of the dominant sociopolitical and economic 

order that is presently destroying the world: fossil 

capital. Radical cultural production’s measure of val-

ue will be found in the degree to which it contributes 

to that goal. We may face seemingly insurmountable 

obstacles, but there is an antidote to despair: joining 

our social movement for transformation.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RT4W02en8YA
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Growing Movement Pushes 
Museums to Cut Ties With 
Colonialism and Apartheid

Ashley Dawson, truthout.org (June 7, 2021) 

Every Friday for the past nine weeks, artists and activists 
have been carrying on weekly rallies, assemblies and 
teach-ins in front of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) 
in New York City. Building on several years of earlier 
organizing work calling out the ties of board members at 
the Whitney Museum and MoMA to carceral violence, 
war and climate crisis, the Strike MoMA initiative was 
sparked early this year by revelations about the close 
association between museum chairman and private equity 
magnate Leon Black and the late billionaire sexual abuser 
and rapist Jeffrey Epstein. Strike MoMA has grown into 
a challenge that extends beyond powerful individuals to 
the institution as a whole. The Strike MoMA campaign is a 
flashpoint in a broader national and international struggle 
to variously decolonize, reimage, and in some cases, even 
abolish institutions like the museum during a time of intensi-
fying social and environmental crises.

Taking aim at MoMA, the crown jewel in what cultural 
critic Macarena Goméz-Barris has recently called “the mu-
seum-industrial complex,” movements are challenging the 
way in which oligarchs “artwash” the profits of extractiv-
ism. The Strike MoMA protests have helped weave togeth-
er resistance to multiple forms of oppression, with protests 
in recent weeks focusing on the complicity of members of 
the MoMA board of trustees in Israel’s apartheid policies 
toward Palestinians and in the brutalization of communities 
resisting mineral extraction in the Dominican Republic.

As artist and activist Luna Picart puts it, “taking aim at 
the interlocking directorate of museum boards is becom-
ing a way to amplify the interconnected struggles of our 
movements, from Palestine to Colombia to the Bronx.” 
The initiative will culminate on June 11 with a gathering 
to determine next steps for what organizers call a just 
transition to a post-MoMA future. By bringing foreclosed 
futures into view, Strike MoMA opens space for some-
thing different to emerge, a space and a set of possi-
bilities “under the control of workers, communities, and 
artists rather than billionaires,” in the words of the Strike 
MoMA framework document.

In recent years museums have emerged as significant 
sites of political struggle and transformation, from historic 
unionization drives to calls for the redressing of racial-
ized and gendered inequalities built into the operational 
fabric of cultural institutions. This trend was evident on a 
sunny afternoon in mid-October 2019, when I joined a 
group of roughly 700 activists gathered on the steps of 
the American Museum of Natural History in New York for 
the first stop in what organizers called the Fourth Anti-Co-
lumbus Day Tour. The communities and organizations that 
met at the museum — including the immigrant-rights-fo-
cused New Sanctuary Coalition, the prison abolitionist 

organization No New Jails, and the artist/activist group 
Decolonize This Place — voiced the same demands that 
they had articulated during previous demonstrations 
against Columbus Day: Rename the Day, Respect the 
Ancestors, Remove the Statue.

None of these demands had been met: At that time, 
October 14 was still officially named after Columbus in 
New York; the American Museum of Natural History had 
resisted establishing an overarching plan for decoloniza-
tion and refused to institute a policy prohibiting display of 
human remains without the consent of descendent commu-
nities; and perhaps most glaringly, the equestrian statue of 
Theodore Roosevelt flanked by an enslaved African and a 
Native American continued to stand on the stairs leading 
up to the museum’s grand entrance. In response to protest-
ers who pointed out that the statue is an offensive symbol 
of white supremacy, the museum had placed a plaque in 
front of the statue saying that “some see the statue as a 
heroic group; others, as a symbol of racial hierarchy.” At 
the Fourth Anti-Columbus Day Tour, Decolonize This Place 
responded to this plaque by saying, “There are not ‘two 
sides’ to genocide and white supremacy,” underlining that 
Roosevelt’s stance as a conservationist does not erase his 
history as an imperialist and eugenicist. It wasn’t until June 
2020, amid nationwide Black Lives Matter protests and 
movements to remove statues commemorating Confederate 
generals, that Mayor Bill de Blasio agreed to take down 
the statue — although it remains standing today.

The American Museum of Natural History is no outlier in 
its deep entanglement with a legacy of racism. As British 
science curators Subhandra Das and Miranda Lowe argue, 
natural history museums functioned from their inception 
during the 18th century as repositories for the objects 
and specimens collected on European colonial expedi-
tions around the globe. Most of these objects are still on 
display, while the museums themselves remain organized 
around the paradigms of colonial knowledge on which 
they were built. Museums as institutions are thus deeply 
connected to settler colonialism and forms of scientific 
knowledge production and display that played a key role 
in legitimating racial capitalism and colonial genocide.

This ugly legacy is not just a bit of detritus from the past: 
The origin of the museum in colonial-capitalist extractivism 
continues to shape how most contemporary museums func-
tion — what gets displayed in their halls, who makes cura-
torial decisions, and who sits on the governing boards that 
subtly shape the orientation and future of these institutions.

In recent years, activists have agitated to spread aware-
ness of the history that has shaped museums, and the ways 
in which extractivist capitalism continues to determine the 
character of museums. Weaving together struggles for an 
end to gentrification and displacement, for abolition of 
racist policing and prisons, and for climate justice, social 
movements have called out museums as sites where many 
interwoven forms of oppression coalesce.

In response to this mounting public scrutiny and criticism, 
museums have begun to shift some of their policies. In 2015, 
for example, the California Academy of Sciences announced 
that it would divest from fossil fuels. Reacting to longstanding 
criticism from environmental groups, the museum’s director 

wrote that “it seems difficult to reconcile the mission of a 
public science museum focused on ecology, evolution, and 
sustainability and the practice of investing in fossil fuels.” The 
Strike MoMA campaign is a flashpoint in a broader national 
and international struggle to … decolonize, reimage, and 
in some cases, even abolish institutions like the museum. In 
Britain, the Tate Galleries declared a climate emergency in 
2019, pledging to “interrogate our systems, our values, and 
our programs, and look for ways to become more adaptive 
and responsible.” This step was only taken, however, after 
years of stinging criticism and direct action protest on the part 
of organizations like Liberate Tate. In an indication of the 
turning tide, the American Alliance of Museums recently gave 
space on its blog to a project exploring the potential role of 
museums as catalysts for climate action. But many of these 
reforms come from the top down, leaving the hierarchical 
institutional structure of museums intact. Few museums have 
truly turned over their spaces and social capital to communi-
ties on the frontlines of the climate crisis.

An indication of what museums allied with frontline com-
munities’ struggles for climate justice might look like can be 
seen in the Museum of Vancouver’s “Acts of Resistance”
exhibition (2020-21), which showcased the artwork of 
seven Indigenous artist-activists from the Pacific Northwest 
whose designs were featured in protests against the Trans 
Mountain Expansion pipeline project.

Another groundbreaking collaboration will be on view 
at the Smithsonian National Museum of the American 
Indian this autumn, when the “Red Road to DC” will go 
on display: This exhibition will highlight the cross-country 
tour of a totem pole created by Indigenous carvers, con-
necting 20 Native-led struggles in the U.S. where sacred 
lands, waters and wildlife are imperiled by extractive 
industries, dams and climate change.

But what about more recently established museums, ones 
that may initially appear to have little connection to the 
racist forms of social ordering and exterminism embodied 
in natural history museums? What, for instance, of mu-
seums of modern art, institutions ostensibly dedicated to 
iconoclastic, forward-looking artworks?

I got an intimation of these institutions’ complicity in ex-
tractivist logics the first time I visited the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art (TMoCA). Just as one does at the 
Guggenheim Museum in New York, one enters TMoCA by 
walking along a spiral ramp past galleries that branch off 
a central air-filled atrium. But TMoCA’s ramp goes down 
rather than up, and as I walked down into the bowels of 
the museum, I became aware of a strange smell, heavy 
and tar-like. At the bottom of the ramp, I saw a large shiny 
black square, an object that gleamed like polished stone. 
The odor of naphthalene revealed that this was no stone 
but a huge pool of crude oil. Installed by Japanese artist 
Noriyuki Haraguchi shortly before the 1979 revolution, the 
14-by-21 foot pool contains nearly 2,000 gallons of oil. 
Officially titled Matter and Mind, the oil pool in the base-
ment of TMoCA constitutes a blunt reminder of the webs 
of material and cultural power that bind contemporary 
aesthetic production to extractivism and fossil capitalism.

The Strike MoMA campaign is currently highlighting the 
metaphoric giant oil slick lurking in the basement of New 

York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). For instance, 
MoMA established its preeminent collection of modern art 
by drawing on the Rockefeller oil fortune. Strike MoMA 
insists that the museum must be seen in relation to oth-
er policy arms of the Rockefeller dynasty, including the 
Rockefeller Foundation, the Council on Foreign Relations, 
Chase Bank and the Trilateral Commission — entities fueling 
practically every sector of global capitalism and its geopo-
litical dynamics in the 20th century and beyond.

As is true for natural history museums, this toxic legacy of 
extraction, financialization, dispossession and pollution 
continues to play out in the present. Witness the climate 
criminals who populate the MoMA board today: Larry 
Fink, CEO of BlackRock, the Wall Street goliath which 
maintains massive investments in fossil fuels and agribusi-
ness industries that lead to deforestation, despite recent 
headline-grabbing announcements about the firm’s divest-
ment from coal; Marlene Hess, heir to the multibillion-dol-
lar Hess Oil corporation; and Jeffrey Epstein associate 
Glenn Dubin, head of the major energy trading firm 
Castleton Commodities International. As the Strike MoMA 
framework document puts it, “their accumulation has only 
been possible through our dispossession.”

While it would be incorrect to suggest that today’s robber 
barons directly determine everything that appears in the 
halls of MoMA and similar museums, it would also be naïve 
to imagine that they play no role in shaping the museum’s 
priorities. After all, MoMA’s foundational benefactor John 
D. Rockefeller Jr. famously destroyed Diego Rivera’s mural 
at Rockefeller Center when he learned that the painter had 
incorporated an image of Lenin in his mural. Rockefeller’s 
son, Nelson, who served a stint as chairman of MoMA’s 
board of trustees, described the abstract expressionist works 
that the museum championed as “Free Enterprise Painting.” 
No surprise then that the CIA helped finance MoMA’s inter-
national exhibitions, turning the museum into an arm of U.S. 
cultural warfare during the Cold War.

What would institutions that eschewed toxic philanthropy 
be capable of? What new ways of seeing, creativity and 
dreaming might such a decolonized institution help culti-
vate? In the recent words of a letter published by 150 artists 
and arts workers, “museums and other arts institutions must 
pursue alternative structures, Land Back initiatives, repara-
tions, and additional ideas that constitute an abolitionist ap-
proach towards arts and arts patronage, so that they align 
with the egalitarian principles that drew us to art in the first 
place.” Strike MoMA opens a space where institutions truly 
dedicated to the common good may develop, places that 
reject the toxic ties between extractivism and the climate 
crisis that undergird so many museums today, and instead 
foster infrastructures of repair, care and mutual aid.
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https://www.npr.org/2014/03/09/287745199/destroyed-by-rockefellers-mural-trespassed-on-political-vision
https://daily.jstor.org/was-modern-art-really-a-cia-psy-op/
https://daily.jstor.org/was-modern-art-really-a-cia-psy-op/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
https://hyperallergic.com/619709/artists-call-for-leon-blacks-removal-moma-jeffrey-epstein/
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Is the Museum Obsolete?
Andreas Petrossiants and Jose Rosales

Advocating a position that sees the “material world” as more necessary for changing social relations than the ossi-
fied aesthetic regimes of art, Guy Debord wrote something to the effect of: that which changes our way of seeing the 
street is more important than that which changes our way of seeing a work of art. On its face, this Situationist provo-
cation is an invitation to reject participation in the art system and to upend social relations embodied in the street—that 
is, a space of revolt, of riot, of looting, and perhaps, of critique. However, if read in the context of Strike MoMA—a 
durational period of collective action fostering a space from which to imagine the mechanics of post-MoMA futures—
another meaning emerges. It becomes a call for the abandonment of the illusory supposition of art’s autonomy from 
labor or political economy, from the street. Or, to use the terms of the Strike MoMA Working Group, it is an invitation 
to engage in a “diversity of aesthetics.”

After decades of political antagonism that has taken the museum as a site of contestation, whether through the 
artwork or otherwise, it is more widely understood that the museum is not an institution that should be reformed, re-
staffed, or even critiqued, but rather one that has failed its historical claims to curating art and publics. Even Daniel 
Buren, a central progenitor of institutional critique—the historical precedence for art that explicitly targets the museum 
in the artwork itself—wrote in his canonical 1970 text “Function of the Museum” that the museum’s historical role has 
always been “a careful camouflage undertaken by the prevalent bourgeois ideology, assisted by the artists them-
selves.”

Following after decades of the institution folding critical art into a performative self-reflexivity, Marina Vishmidt argues 
that much critical artistic practice today functions as a kind of “reconciled realpolitik not all that different from the kind 
that anointed liberal democracy as the least-worst form of government still standing after everything else has ostensi-
bly been tried.” In light of this, we also see that beginning in the late 60s, if not earlier, a shared sensibility began to 
establish itself among various, dissident currents of the left paralleled by critiques of the art system: the rejection of 
the inherited institutions of historical communism including the union, the worker’s council, cultural propaganda in the 
service of building class consciousness, the party-form, or the state itself. In other words, in certain spheres of militant 
theory and art practice, there emerged coterminous rejections of the museum andthe organizational forms character-
istic of previous cycles of struggle.

The task now is to continue developing strategies and tactics “inside” and “outside” of the museum to unravel its con-
nections to global systems of violence; to do this means to cease being precious about our movements or our institu-
tions, and to acknowledge that to abolish capitalism, the police, and settler colonialism may also mean to abolish the 
foundational terms of the modern museum as such—what has historically been a receptacle for the spoils of colonial 
looting on the one hand and a vehicle for legitimizing nationalist prestige on the other. That said, if we do in fact ac-
knowledge that the boundary between the street and the museum (or the political party, the supermarket, the airport) 
is a false one, then on the level of strategy, we can also ask: when is it better to look out and see the street and when 
better to maintain the illusory spaces of (aesthetic) autonomy? How to enter or exit the spaces and functions of the 
institution and act in such a way that cannot be recuperated, or wherein the recuperation is beneficial to abolition 
and struggle?

Over the last few months, we have been thinking with comrades and friends about similar questions. In solidarity with 
the Strike MoMA initiative, the ten week pop-up de-occupation taking place across from the museum, and MoMA 
workers, we would like to share the three lines of inquiry for collective research that we have been following (the 
results of which will be published as individual pamphlets in the coming months).

Inside and Outside, an Infrastructural Critique

In some recent organizing efforts targeting cultural institutions for their material connections to the carceral and 
surveillance apparatuses, to displacement, to occupation and (neo)colonial violence, an important characteristic has 
been the involvement of organizers and militants from outside the realms of cultural production. Contrary to efforts in 
the past, many of these recent struggles have attempted to delegitimize the boundaries between ostensibly autono-

mous art and other forms of waged or unwaged labor and their incumbent forms of exploitation, even as they strate-
gically abide by them when necessary. With that in mind, where can we isolate spaces conducive to collectivity, 
and do they need to respect the lines sketched by power and its opposition? How can groups activate the MTL+ 
collective’s call for an “arts of escalation” in and out of those realms considered part of the art system?

Value and the Destituent Potential of the Human Strike

Could Mario Tronti’s claim that the working class is simultaneously the articulation and dissolution of capital be 
rephrased for thinking cultural production and cultural workers, even as art production is falsely considered to 
be an exceptional form of work? Insofar as value remains a fundamental social relation, ever efficient at recuper-
ating activity, it gives the lie to the relative autonomy of the aesthetic as a privileged type of activity under capi-
tal. From what we have seen thus far, the various attempts to reappropriate its institutions have shown themselves 
to be short-lived at best, reactionary at worst. If that’s the case, then the question would be what to do with that 
social relation, value, and how to abolish it?

Looting (convened by Vicky Osterweil)

Of the various images from Nanni Balestrini’s reconstruction of NYC and Italy in 1977, it is the scene of a fifty 
year-old woman who, upon entering a store, announces that “today she shops for free” that remains especial-
ly dear to us; if second only to the poem’s autonomist refrain: “we’re going to take what we want and what 
we want is what we need.” Balestrini’s poetic dictum of want and need was renewed during the George Floyd 
Rebellions of last summer. In a video from an “autonomous zone” in Minneapolis, someone says: “people just 
came and shopped for free.” No longer valuable given their subtraction from exchange, and no longer useful 
vis-a-vis the requirements of the production process, commodities are devalorized and their functions recom-
posed. In the spheres of art’s custodianship especially, the value of art has historically been produced through 
the colonial looting and violence of Western capital. How then, to loot back without enshrining art’s value? If 
only to prove the anarchist dictum that property is in fact, and has always been, theft—and though the ideologies 
of modern art have attended to art’s exceptionality to/in capitalism—the foundations of modern art in Indigenous 
and working class dispossession make that exceptionality seem overstated at best. Given this historical context, 
could we say that looting is the theft of property that no longer presupposes the property-form?

* * *

The legacy of Adorno’s claim to the problematic nature of the autonomy of art finds echoes in the neoliberal art 
world today, one that agrees with critical positions so long as they are articulated mimetically. In his 2018 remarks, 
director of the Whitney Museum Adam Weinberg defended (former) vice chair of the board Warren Kanders, not-
withstanding his career as an investor and weapons manufacturer, as follows: “Even as we are idealistic and mission-
ary in our belief in artists … the Whitney is first and foremost a museum. It cannot right all the ills of an unjust world, 
nor is that its role. Yet, I contend that the Whitney has a critical and urgent part to play in making sure that unheard 
and unwanted voices are recognized.” (The italics are ours) Today, Glenn Lowry employs a similar counterinsurgent 
tactic to discredit Strike MoMA, pointing to the museum’s commitments to “equity, diversity, and inclusion.”

The irony of this PR strategy—to open MoMA’s archives and wallets to historically oppressed and marginalized com-
munities from whose exploitation they have also profited—is not lost on us. If only for the simple fact that the museum’s 
staff is already diverse, though many of those workers of color are concentrated in security, sanitation, and human 
resources. MoMA appears to be making the preparations necessary for the terms and stakes of this confrontation, 
wherein talks of diversity are but one element in a strategy of counter-insurgency. Seeing that decolonization is not 
a discourse on the universal, and that there is little point in engaging in a debate with MoMA’s current stewards, we 
détourn Marx and Engels in reply:

You are horrified at our intending to do away with private property. But in your existing society, private property is 
already done away with for nine-tenths of the population; its existence for the few is solely due to its non-existence in 
the hands of those nine-tenths. In one word, you reproach us with intending to do away with your property. Precisely 
so; that is just what we intend. Just as you view the disappearance of class property as the disappearance of aesthet-
ic production itself, so the disappearance of class culture is, for you, identical with the disappearance of all culture. 
What you call culture is simply the place where power always finds accomplices.

http://faculty.winthrop.edu/stockk/contemporary%20art/Buren%20museum.pdf
https://www.e-flux.com/journal/110/335739/inside-and-out-the-edges-to-critique/
https://hyperallergic.com/540324/j31/
https://hyperallergic.com/540324/j31/
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– Fred Moten and Stefano Harney

Eddie Arroyo
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As the Strike MoMA insurgency revealed in Spring 2021, 
policing and state repression structure the overseeing of 
cultural institutions like the Museum of Modern Art, such as 
board member Larry Fink’s support for the New York City 
Police Foundation among other board members’ ties to war 
profiteering, vulture funds, gentrification, and beyond. This 
argument rightly extends to how universities also contain 
and repress communities under the guise of “higher learn-
ing,” which shields the sordid dealings of its administrators 
and justifies the violence of campus policing.

At the City University of New York (CUNY), a tradition over 
half a century old of radical solidarity between students, 
faculty, staff, and our multi-ethnic working poor communities 
has contested the legitimacy of policing in our campuses and 
neighborhoods, and colonialism more broadly. We recog-
nize that creating an abolitionist counter-university within—to 
go beyond—the carceral university in part means contrasting 
the needs of students and campus workers with those of the 
administration, campus police, and U.S. settler-colonial state. 
The following action report and historical analysis docu-
ments our approaches to abolitionist complicity-building—via 
an emerging ecosystem of studies/actions whose relation-
ships and strategies are essential pre-conditions to deeper 
sustained uprisings—from which we hope readers in other 
contexts can gain inspiration.   

Abolitionist Studies from our Streets to Living Rooms 
On May 14, 2021, students, staff, faculty, and community 
accomplices enacted a “Cops Out of CUNY!” (Re)Orienta-
tion Mobile Tour, one of dozens of actions around the city 
and across the country with the Abolition May campaign co-
ordinated by the Cops Off Campus Coalition. Starting at the 
Hunter College Audre Lorde Building, our group swarmed 
through Central Park to John Jay College and the CUNY Po-
lice headquarters, hearing testimonies by the Bronx Student 
Strike Committee, Brooklyn College Anti-Racist Coalition, 

CUNY for Abolition and Safety, Free CUNY, North Bronx 
Collective, NYC 4 Abortion Rights, Rank and File Action 
(RAFA), and Save Center for Puerto Rican Studies “Centro” 
Coalition. 

Participants decried the allocation of tens of millions of dol-
lars in university resources for policing and surveillance, and 
called for the abolition of campus policing and for reinvest-
ment in Ethnic, Gender, and Sexuality Studies, free tuition, 
childcare, housing, and food, among many urgent needs. 
Free CUNY organizer Lucien Baskin, the final speaker in 
the “Cops Out of CUNY!” tour, identified the conditions of 
synergy that inspire our work ahead: 

Solidarity is essential. Our organizing at CUNY must 
breach the walls of the university to join forces with 
other struggles in the city. We need to understand 
CUNY organizing as city organizing. And we must 
scale up and see our liberation as connected with 
liberation in Philly and Bedford Hills and Gaza. The 
calls to free Palestine, free CUNY, and free all polit-
ical prisoners are deeply interconnected and central 
to our work of getting cops out of CUNY and off all 
campuses and indeed off earth. Support these strug-
gles: The Jericho Movement works to free political 
prisoners, many of whom have defense campaigns, 
such as Mumia Abu-Jamal, Leonard Peltier, Dr. 
Mutulu Shakur, Jalil Muntaqim, and minister Jamil 
Al-Amin. The Release Aging People in Prison (RAPP) 
campaign works right here in New York to free our 
elders. Samidoun is working for the liberation of 
Palestinian student organizers who have been incar-
cerated by the Israeli state. In the tradition of CUNY 
students Assata Shakur and Guillermo Morales, we 
say fuck the police and free all political prisoners.

This action occurred in the wake of last summer’s Black Lives 

Cops Out of CUNY!
– Free CUNY + Rank and File Action (RAFA)

Matter mobilizations and calls to defund and abolish the 
police, the largest racial justice movement seen in decades 
that galvanized an array of anti-racist demands co-created 
by students, faculty, and staff to transform CUNY. Also in 
May 2021, during Israel’s eviction sweep and asymmetrical 
bombing of Gaza, a flurry of CUNY statements in solidar-
ity with Palestine and the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions 
(BDS) movement emerged. Then in September, the newly 
formed Cross-CUNY Working Group Against Racism and 
Colonialism launched an extensive online speakers’ series to 
link these Palestine solidarity initiatives at CUNY to broader 
global struggles. Together, we considered the coalitional 
words of CUNY poet-teacher June Jordan, “I was born a 
Black woman / and now / I am become a Palestinian / 
against the relentless laughter of evil / there is less and less 
living room / and where are my loved ones? / It is time to 
make our way home.” 

Historical Context of CUNY Police Repression 
For much of its history before the 1960s, CUNY was mostly 
of European descent, tuition-free, and free of police pres-
ence. However, a nationwide trend of campus policing was 
already being established by Ivy League universities. Ac-
cording to the historian Eddie R. Cole, “Campus policing is 
rooted in conflicts between institutions of higher education 
and the Black neighborhoods near where they are often 
located. And tensions between universities and Black com-
munities are rooted in deep-seated discriminatory policies 
in housing.” In the 1960s, CUNY campus police began to 
actively repress newly admitted Black and Puerto Rican 
liberation movements, as well as anti-war, anti-capitalist, 
and housing justice campus organizing. After a wave of late 
1960s Black and Puerto Rican student-led direct actions led 
to the university’s 1970 Open Admissions desegregation 
policy and Ethnic Studies inclusion, CUNY began to charge 
tuition and expand campus policing. 

CUNY “Public Safety’’ receives training and is closely tied to 
the NYPD, a police department with a proven record of racist 
violence. In 1992, during the height of the “war on drugs,” 
broken windows policing and pro-carceral politics, a mem-
orandum of understanding was signed between CUNY and 
the NYPD that grants the NYPD access to campuses—risking 
the safety of Black and Brown students, including undocu-
mented students. In 1996, CUNY admitted to deploying an 
armed “elite team” of 33 CUNY security officers to surveil, 

videotape, and crowd-control students. The NYPD’s racist and 
Islamophobic conduct on CUNY campuses was exposed in 
2011 when the Associated Press revealed that NYPD under-
cover officers had infiltrated CUNY Muslim student groups 
and surveiled Muslim students for several years. 

CUNY cops continue to be deployed to repress students’ 
and campus workers’ political activities. In 2010, in response 
to student protests against tuition hikes, Hunter College 
police refused entrance to anyone who did not immediately 
display Hunter identification, locking students and staff out 
of school for hours. In 2011, Baruch College campus officers 
beat and arrested students, faculty, and staff with batons 
during another protest against a 5-year tuition increase. At 
a 2019 protest against tuition hikes, CUNY cops again used 
force to intimidate students, faculty, and staff including by 
arresting and detaining a student without justification. In a 
January 2020 call for FTP actions, Free CUNY teamed up 
with People’s Cultural Plan and Teens Take Charge to host 
a student speak-out—“Cops Out of Our Schools and Sub-
ways”—at the front steps of the NYC Department of Educa-
tion (DOE), which has the fifth largest police force in the 
nation. 

Impacts of CUNY Policing Today
Like the NYC DOE, every CUNY campus spends more on 
campus policing than on student counseling. Hunter College 
student Moll Daniels explains, “The funding of policing on 
campuses across CUNY allocates millions of dollars every 
year to a system that harms students, faculty, staff, and com-
munities CUNY occupies. During the pandemic, Kingsbor-
ough Community College president Claudia Schrader opted 
to cut funding for the vital campus urban farm but continue 
funding the surveillance and policing of students. Students 
don’t need to be harassed and surveilled: They need access 
to fully funded Ethnic Studies departments, mental health 
counselors, academic advising services, fresh and accessible 
food, and more.”

The specific attack on Ethnic Studies across CUNY demon-
strates a slow counter-insurgency campaign by the adminis-
tration and its police since these studies were implemented 
by campus occupations and other mass disruptions over 
half a century ago. A recent $10-million Mellon Founda-
tion-funded “Black, Race, and Ethnic Studies Initiative” grant 
is juxtaposed with declining Black and Latinx student enroll-

https://www.strikemoma.org/
https://act.colorofchange.org/sign/blackrock-ceo-stop-funding-nypd
https://act.colorofchange.org/sign/blackrock-ceo-stop-funding-nypd
https://copsoffcampuscoalition.com/abolition-may/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/17nXPYopETrJtSj8_WCIEu8oFH2SZOpX6vMRVW7fxs_I/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/17nXPYopETrJtSj8_WCIEu8oFH2SZOpX6vMRVW7fxs_I/edit
https://www.change.org/p/president-raab-re-name-hunter-west-after-audre-lorde/sign
https://www.instagram.com/antiracistcoalitionbc/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/cunyforabolition/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/freecuny/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/northbxcollective/
https://www.instagram.com/northbxcollective/
https://abortionrights.nyc/
https://www.rankandfileaction.com/
https://www.rankandfileaction.com/
https://linktr.ee/savecentrocoalition
https://linktr.ee/savecentrocoalition
https://thejerichomovement.com/
https://rappcampaign.com/
https://rappcampaign.com/
https://samidoun.net/
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4848-hot-city-realizing-the-dream-of-a-liberation-university
https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4848-hot-city-realizing-the-dream-of-a-liberation-university
https://linktr.ee/cuny4palestine
https://linktr.ee/cuny4palestine
https://linktr.ee/CUNYAgainstRacismColonialism
https://www.blackagendareport.com/poem-june-jordan-moving-towards-home-1982
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/06/02/racist-roots-campus-policing/
https://www.qc.cuny.edu/about/security/Documents/NYPD.MOU.pdf
https://www.qc.cuny.edu/about/security/Documents/NYPD.MOU.pdf
https://www.psc-cuny.org/clarion/november-2011/nypd-spy-scandal-hits-cuny-muslim-students-target-profiling
https://www.psc-cuny.org/clarion/november-2011/nypd-spy-scandal-hits-cuny-muslim-students-target-profiling
https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/15-arrested-baruch-college-clash-cops-tuition-hike-protest-article-1.981003
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=419759872237653
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=419759872237653
https://www.peoplesculturalplan.org/
https://www.instagram.com/teenstakecharge/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8B_BgxlnPW/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/B8B_BgxlnPW/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/u/1/d/15oTi6dcR5zAoCWbi4_yJOVhKh6EDJGxH8fzOpKD89cI/edit#gid=0
https://www.cuny.edu/academics/current-initiatives/ethnic-studies/
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ment; a barrage of cuts to Ethnic, Gender, and Sexuality 
Studies; and a funding freeze of the hiring and retention of 
faculty and staff of colors (in particular, women and gender 
non-conforming). Hunter College alumnus Linda Luu argues, 
“The administration’s lack of investment prevents Ethnic Stud-
ies programs like Hunter’s Asian American Studies Program 
from supporting and mentoring their students. This precarity 
is a reflection of the political priorities of the colleges, for 
whom policing budgets are secure and untouchable. From 
2014 to 2018, the Coalition for the Revitalization of Asian 
American Studies at Hunter (CRAASH)’s protests and visible 
presence on campus were frequently disrupted by the 
Hunter police and the NYPD. Cops on campus are tools the 
administration uses to stifle student voices, particularly those 
demanding a different order of the university.”

John Jay College, in particular, plays an important role in 
further entrenching CUNY’s relations with the police and 
carceral state, with free tuition and stipends for students 
enrolled in programs that train the city’s current and future 
cops as well as prison guards. John Jay’s 2020-21 student 
government president Amber Rivero explains, “John Jay is 
directly complicit in the harm that plagues Black, Brown, 
and minoritized communities through its relationship with 
so many institutions that perpetuate violence in the name of 
public safety. In order for students of color to feel safe in 
these spaces we first need a real commitment to decoloniza-
tion and accountability in John Jay curriculum and more.” 

Various CUNY colleges also maintain relations with other 
racist institutions that police and inflict violence on working 
class, racialized communities at “home” and “abroad” in-
cluding John Jay’s Masters in Homeland Security, the CIA’s 
recruitment program at Baruch and the military’s Reserve 
Officer Training Corps (ROTC) recruitment programs, which 
are housed at York and City Colleges, although students 
from any of CUNY’s 25 campuses can participate in its 
programs. Even so, John Jay adjunct professor Marianne 
Madoré affirms, “#CopsOutofCUNY began many years 
ago, when Black and Puerto Rican students in the 1960s led 
the struggle for Open Admissions. They occupied buildings, 
rallied, mobilized their communities, and faced arrests and 
police beatings. Today their courage gives us strength.”

Nurturing Complicities
Free CUNY—the student-led group that spearheaded the 

May 14 action as part of a larger horizon toward an an-
ti-racist, liberatory, tuition-free CUNY—has navigated a row-
dy 2020-2021 academic year in which a tuition strike threat; 
mutual aid funds; a campaign to revitalize Ethnic, Gender, 
and Sexuality Studies; mobilizing with NYC anti-fracking 
direct actions; and solidarity with Palestinian and South 
African students contrasted with the CUNY administration’s 
woefully inadequate handling of the pandemic and its most 
impacted communities. 

Rank and File Action—a group of militant campus workers 
challenging the culture of austerity in higher education and 
demanding a more democratic fighting union—is coalescing 
traction across CUNY through strike readiness trainings, 
solidarity with the ongoing Columbia University strike, 
creating anti-colonial and anti-racist union cultures, organiz-
ing against university debt, and beyond, as chronicled in a 
monthly newsletter that shows the potential for coordinated 
power by all of those who produce our university every day 
from below.

Like our predecessors over fifty years ago, we demand that 
it’s time to get cops off campus and redirect resources to 
foster learning and the actual holistic care of our communi-
ties that comprise CUNY, NYC, and indeed the world. Our 
vision more broadly jettisons the existing confines of the 
university, even as we refuse to abandon CUNY as a stra-
tegic site of transformation by forging bonds of solidarity 
between students, faculty, staff, and our communities inside 
and outside of prisons. 

CUNY and NYC’s populations are composed of a broad 
array of communities who have been displaced by colonial-
ism and imperialism. To borrow the words of Sri Lankan/
British Marxist A. Sivanandan: “We are here because you 
were there.” People from Palestine, Puerto Rico, Hawaii, the 
Philippines, Guam, Indigenous communities from the Ameri-
cas and Caribbean, along with all of our siblings in the Third 
World/Global South, are the majority of CUNY and our 
city. We also have principled European and Jewish accom-
plices who struggle alongside us. When we entwine our 
opposition to policing with the multi-faceted potential of our 
university and city to become a model for broader anti-colo-
nial resistance—through developing long-term strategies and 
organizational power—then we can together celebrate the 
end of policing and colonialism. 

https://cdha.cuny.edu/collections/show/322
https://cdha.cuny.edu/collections/show/322
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA0Uumyj7WM/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CChY8ISDFVM/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CL5WME2l5hr/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CL5WME2l5hr/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CH8b_bOD2Hi/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CH8b_bOD2Hi/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/COQYP_sDexk/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CMcmJ3UlVAu/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CMcmJ3UlVAu/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mzbieRlsTrg
https://twitter.com/SW_Columbia
https://vimeo.com/598949912
https://labornotes.org/events/2021/how-debt-robs-us-and-how-take-what-stolen-back-campus-workers-organizing-against-debt
https://www.rankandfileaction.com/newsletter/


180 181

MoMA Hesitant
1.

In her remarkable essay “History Hesitant” (2015), Lisa Lowe addresses the lingering afterlives of slavery and 
colonialism in the liberal present. Lowe’s title references W. E. B. Du Bois’s paper “Sociology Hesitant” (1905), 
which powerfully critiques the entanglement of European positivist philosophical methods within imperial agendas 
of expansion and extraction. Building on the work of Du Bois and Saidiya Hartman, Lowe interprets history not just 
as a record of the past, but as an index that, when read ideologically, can clarify or obfuscate contemporary power 
relations. As a means to query disciplinary attachments, hesitation opens “a space, a different temporality” that might 
enable us to consider “the connections that could have been but were lost and are thus not yet—before we conceive 
the freedoms yet to come.” Lowe outlines a historical method, in other words, that pauses to reckon with structures of 
erasure, rather than rushes to recover what has been lost.

For Lowe, the archive is a critical site of inquiry that prescribes “the possibilities and limits of knowledge.” In like 
manner, the conversation, art and action catalyzed under the banner of Strike MoMA spotlights the museum’s 
ongoing enclosure of ways of knowing and being. In an effort to theoretically contextualize these activities, this brief 
text positions the museum of modern art as an archetype of dispossessive property relations and settler-colonial 
spatial production. To destabilize this format, I suggest, is to prepare a ground for other possible models for nurturing 
and disseminating art.

“The settler owes the fact of his very existence,” writes Frantz Fanon, “that is to say, his property, to the colonial 
system.” Similarly reflecting on ontology and property (and, like Lowe, the contingency of history), Ariella Aïsha 
Azoulay’s Potential History (2019) shows how modes of being and owning are elided in the plundered inventory 
of the museum. This wide-ranging book traces a haunting imperial dialectic of “carelessness for people” justified by 
“extra care for their expropriated objects.” What is valorized and collected as modern culture, Azoulay clarifies, has 
the destruction of other ecologies as its precondition. Azoulay’s work, like Lowe’s, follows a lineage of Black radical 
critique that has situated slavery, as Du Bois illustrates in Black Reconstruction (1935), not as a transgression of liberal 
democracy, but as its central and chronic contradiction.

In tune with these discussions, Indigenous studies scholars have critiqued the “primitive” disposition of Karl Marx’s 
concept of “primitive accumulation”—which identifies capital’s origination in transparently violent mechanics like 
war and colonialism yet doesn’t attend to the complex recursiveness of this process—in order to describe settler 
colonialism not as an occurrence in a foreclosed past but as a continuous and adaptive system. Drawing from Patrick 
Wolfe’s oft-quoted observation that settler colonialism is “a structure not an event,” Alyosha Goldstein contends
that “settler colonialism is not so much an ‘event’ or a static relationship as a condition of possibility that remains 
formative while also changing over time.” Jodi Byrd, Goldstein, Jodi Melamed and Chandan Reddy, meanwhile, 
consider the sustained abstractions engendered by accumulation to be descriptive of what they term “economies of 
dispossession.” By analyzing dispossession as a “relation of taking and violence that works at once to produce and 
delimit subjectivation, property, and value,” these authors underscore “the constitutive and continuing role of both 
colonization and racialization for capitalism.”

Taken together, these Black and Indigenous intellectual traditions confront the ongoingness of unfreedom and its 
dispossessions in the liberal present. By holding these traditions simultaneously, works by Brenna Bhandar, Byrd, Glen 
Coulthard, Denise Ferreira da Silva, Manu Karuka, Tiffany Lethabo King, Lowe, Melamed and other authors advance 
significant critiques of the discourses of history, political economy, and law, pointing the way toward knowledges 
grounded in land and relation rather than expropriative accumulation. 

What might it mean then for art to abolish its present conditions of possibility? Translating these theoretical accounts 
into praxis, movements for PIC abolition, reparations and Indigenous land back guide communities toward what Byrd 

et al. regard as “alternatives that are both transformative and realizable and,” significantly, “already manifest and 
discernable.” For these authors, such alternatives endure as “grounded relationalities” that emerge in coexistence 
with the land, as an interconnectivity “that exceed[s] liberal conceptions of the human.” After all, as Ruth Wilson 
Gilmore states: “Abolition is about presence, not absence. It’s about building life-affirming institutions.” In an 
aesthetics of presence, the abolishment of the museum—lyricized in the refrain of “fuck MoMA”—uplifts the lively 
cultural abundance of grounded relationalities. Such spaces of emergence—which can take the form of strikes, 
collectivity, DIY publishing, mutual aid, study, prayer, hanging out, and/or other modes yet to be imagined—extend 
the horizon of abolition beyond that of the museum of modern art to that of the apparatus of dispossession. They 
stretch the scope and duration of hesitation to unsettle the values of modernity itself.

2.

On Friday, May 14, 2021, as Israel escalated its military occupation of Palestine through aerial bombardment of 
Gaza, over 300 people assembled in New York’s Urban Plaza for a teach-in titled “All Eyes on Palestine,” hosted 
by Strike MoMA and the Palestinian-led organization Within Our Lifetime. Staged one day prior to the 73rd annual 
commemoration of the Nakba—the as yet unending “catastrophe”—this located Palestine’s more than a century-long 
struggle for freedom within a network of colonial and imperial architectures stretching from Puerto Rico to Sheikh 
Jarrah. Midway through the event, a Palestinian comrade was assailed and beaten by the NYPD after stopping his 
car in the street outside MoMA, climbing on its roof and waving a Palestinian flag, consequently blocking traffic for, 
Hyperallergic reported, “several minutes.

Wrapping up the teach-in, a Palestinian artist castigated members of the MoMA board of trustees—among them Larry Fink, 
Leon Black, Eyal Ofer and Edith Cooper—for their investments in the Israeli military apparatus. The artist was unswerving in 
her condemnation of the museum, exclaiming “fuck settler colonialism, fuck racial capitalism and fuck MoMA.” 

The teach-in took to the streets and marched to Midtown Precinct North, where a sit-in was orchestrated at the 
intersection of 54th St. and 8th Ave. Organizers demanded that information be shared about where the comrade was 
being held, and when he would be let go. After a half-hour, it was revealed that he was in this precinct, and would 
be released that evening. Over one hundred people remained for jail support, chatting, praying, eating and dancing 
dabke in the street until the comrade was free.

“The abolition of slavery should be followed by the abolition of the museum, the site where plunder continues to be 
cultivated as private property,” asserts Azoulay. This does not annul art, but widens its possibilities, Strike MoMA 
insists. The teach-in’s movement from the museum to the precinct enacted this. In chanting “fuck the U.S. war machine, 
from Palestine to the Philippines” outside the modern art museum, the group staged a dialectical encounter with the 
dispossessive history of this institution. This was an “aesthetics of combat,” in the words of Dylan Rodríguez. The 
dialectic was synthesized through the solidarity practiced outside the precinct. Jail support is community care. The 
evening’s improvised assembly theorized the struggles to abolish the prison- and military-industrial complexes, abolish 
the museum, and free Palestine as entwined. “Today was a victory for our community here, and inshallah within our 
lifetime the victory of a liberated Palestine will come,” announced Within Our Lifetime.

Israel’s occupation of Palestine, and ethnic genocide therein, epitomizes, in Bhandar’s words, “the temporally 
fragmented and nonlinear nature of the racial regimes of ownership that typify the settler colony.” Perhaps 
because of its fragmentary character—and because its context, like in Turtle Island, Taiwan, West Papua, Puerto 
Rico and numerous fights globally, is an egregious example of settler-colonialism in the present tense—Palestinian 
uprising is an exemplary compass for the wild beyond. The combative aesthetic possibilities of degrowth, 
collectivity, freedom dreaming and other post-MoMA futures find their bellwether in solidarity with Palestine. In 
the art industry as elsewhere, the time for Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions is now.

At the end of the teach-in, a chant led by Within Our Lifetime recalled the Greek poet Dinos Christianopoulos: 
“They tried to bury us, but they didn’t know we were seeds.” These seeds are sprouting across Black, Indigenous 
and Palestinian geographies in the countless acts of sabotage and refusal that are reimagining the world we know.

Harry Burke
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Midtown is Always Cold
Brynn Hatton

Written in response to the Palestine Strikes/Strike MoMA action of 5.21.2021 in NYC

In Midtown, it is perpetually cold, even during summer. The city zips 
itself up in between the interlocking teeth of airtight skyscrapers, 
blocking all light and unpredictable airflows from circulating freely. 
Land left to its own autonomous devices could never withstand these 
suffocating conditions. In the jargon of the elites in climate-controlled 
penthouses: coordinated sterilization becomes necessary to acclima-
tize to the constraints of environmental management. None of this 
is necessary or natural, but MoMA and its neighboring institutions 
of violence and accumulation brandish this kind of logic and lingo 
to make it seem necessary, inevitable, even. They pretend through 
displays of cultural patronage to be cleaning up the gigantic mess 
they made and spin it as public service.

MoMA is the cleanroom of middle Manhattan. MoMA and its 
surrounding area, void of communities and life other than global 
finance, mass media propaganda machines, and international policy 
think tanks, are safe spaces for the conservative oligarchy and the 
carceral state, which artists and dissenters to the art world’s status 
quo have known, and have been saying, for decades. The modern 
imperialist can breathe freely here, can relax in the sealed and 
frigid chamber where preciousness reigns and precociousness is 
stripped of its sacred energies, then left to expire in cold storage. 
Can you imagine what it must feel like to be able to relax in here—to 
thrive here—in the bleak sharpness, where everything alive and lush 
comes to die in its right and proper place (according to some mani-
ac isolationist’s conception of what is “right” and “proper”)?

MoMA can only chemically and violently eliminate what it extracts 
as resources. It can only sanitize and prematurely age its young har-
vest. The contemporary art world, with MoMA at its center, punishes 
the natural impulse of cooperation between divergent formations 
that stand to uproot the cleanrooms and their tasks, and incentivizes 
competition between the resource-starved. MoMA runs on the star-
vation principle from top to bottom. Ask an underpaid intern, ask an 
unsalaried contract worker (like all the educators who were fired last 
year), ask a junior curator making $40 thousand a year dragging 
half a million dollars in student loan debt behind them. The museum 
waits while the radical and necessary breakdown that emerges in 
this extreme environment still manages to nourish the most vibrant 
and resilient of human impulses in the form of creative care and new 
art. Then, when a tenuous sprout emerges against the odds, it is 
ripped out, expropriated, polished, and sold to the highest bidder.

Nonhuman species have evolved brilliantly over time to reach out 
beyond the exhausted conditions of their resource-stripped envi-
ronments in order to survive. By huddling together, as mice do in 
extreme cold temperatures, or by living very close to each other, as 
the Three Sisters crops of corn, beans, and squash do in American 
indigenous agriculture and foodways, organisms create cooperative 
superorganisms. This way of working in common can sometimes 
have the effect of generating completely augmented and improved 
environmental conditions for all involved. Mutual care runs directly 
counter to how economic conservatives twisted Darwin’s research 
and propagated naturalizing myths like “survival of the fittest” as a 
capitalist anthem, a bad metaphor roundly touted by Rockefellers 
and Carnegies and other early twentieth century capitalists histori-
cally entangled with the American art-industrial complex.

The movement to abolish MoMA and the movement to liberate 
Palestine organize themselves together out of a mutual necessity to 
stay warm and bend toward the light in the neo-imperial cleanroom 
erected by the global ruling class. In 1967, before capitulating to 
illusory “peace” accords decades later, Yasir Arafat called cooper-
ation across different fights “the struggle against oppression every-
where” when he indelibly linked the Palestinian and Vietnamese 
insurgencies against occupation in the collective imagination of the 
internationalist left. We do it now, when we raise signs on West 53rd

Street linking Puerto Rico and Palestine, Tanzania and Yemen; and 
on the verso, cross out the names of the interlocking directorate of 
oppressors everywhere: Paula and James Crown, Gustavo and Pa-
tricia Cisneros, Tananbaum, Blackwater, Daniel Och, The City, The 
University, The Museum.

In ‘67, Arafat encouraged the fedayeen to draw radical parallels 
between foreign and local experience, not because the equivalence 
was exact, nor the idea itself some kind of prepackaged political 
brand ready for didactic mass consumption. He did it because it was 
not obvious; but it also clearly communicated a reality and a com-
mon experience that was translatable and transmissible everywhere 
but had no official language to speak with yet. The connection 
across spatio-temporal locations and contexts must have felt nour-
ishing to anyone living under the impossible conditions of colonial 
extraction and state violence. The vestiges of that familiar feeling 
are available now to any non-white, non-rich, non-capitalist walking 
through Midtown, wondering why it’s so cold and dead in the cen-
ter of the “greatest city on earth.”
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In 1962, the photographer John Szarkowski was selected by Edward Steichen to become the chief 
photography curator at MoMA, a position he held until 1991. As The New York Times put it in a 
monumentalizing 2007 obituary, Szarkowski “almost single-handedly elevated photography’s status in the last half-
century to that of a fine art.”

Landscape played a crucial role in Szarkowski’s project, exemplified by the first show he curated at MoMA-
-The Photographer and the American Landscape (1963). This show sought to legitimize then-contemporary
photography (such as Ansel Adams’ images of Yellowstone National Park) by highlighting its affinity with the
“original” photographers of America: those embedded in the work of the post-Civil War U.S. military’s
geological surveys. Szarkowski subsumed the violent histories sealed in these photographs into an aesthetic plane,
retroactively projecting on to them the ideals of modernist medium-specificity: “Simultaneously exploring a new
subject and a new medium...This work was the beginning of a continuing, inventive indigenous tradition, a
tradition motivaed by the desire to explore and understand the natural site.” Szarkowski’s settler modernist project
of reconciling “natural site” and an “indigenous tradition” was connected to a discourse of "wilderness"
conservation founded on the erasure of Indigenous people and their ongoing resistance to dispossession and
displacement. In the credits to the exhibition, we see thanks given both to the Sierra Club and David Rockefeller (who
was heavily involved with the ‘acquisition’ and display of Indigenous arts from across the world at MoMA
and beyond). This toxic triangulation of imperialism, modernism, and environmental management speaks to what
could be called “the work of art in the age of settler-colonization, " a phrase indicating not a singular history
sealed in the past, but rather an antagonistic structure of the settler colonial present in which Indigenous
movements and their arts of liberation are met with various forms of soft and hard counterinsurgency.

Wilderness ideology was central to the trajectory of Szarkowski prior to his career at MoMA. As we learn from the 
MoMA archives, when hired by Steichen, Szarkowski was undertaking a photographic survey of the so-called 
Quetico-Superior Wilderness region in northern Minnesota, Anishinaabe (Ojibwe) lands divided by the colonial 
border with Canada. Szarkowski visited the region while completing The Face of Minnesota (1958), a 
best-selling photo-book commissioned by the state of Minnesota to commemorate its 100-year anniversary 
(1858), the genocidal iconography of which remains displayed on the state seal to this day. Szarkowski 
had trained as a museum photographer at the Walker Center in Minneapolis, named for T.B. Walker, a 
timber baron and toxic philanthropist whose fortune was made through land grabs in Northern Minnesota, 
and whose private art collection was converted into a “public” museum during the New Deal. Celebrating 
the “pioneer spirit” of Minnesota as a settler entity, the book alternates between physiognomic portraits of 
white settler-types  (farmers, miners, lumberjacks, fishermen), industrial sites, and the auratic 
"wilderness”of the northern border region, including what would be become Voyageurs National Park 
following years of advocacy by an associate of Szarkowski’s in the area. Several image of Native people 
appear as well, with captions like "This was a wild land...but now the land has been conquered." The 
book massified and normalized the white mythologies of settler society, helping Minnesota to emerge as 
the homogenizing standard of “American” life in general, propagated by Minneapolis-based brands like General 
Mills, Target, and, later, the Mall of America. These ruinous emblems of modernity (and the zones of “natural 
beauty” with which they are dialectically entwined) are the superstructural expression of what Winona LaDuke 
calls the  Windigo Economy of global capitalism, “the economy of a cannibal, one which destroys its mother. 
One which destroys every source of wealth upon which it would live.”

It is no coincidence that today, as MoMA makes weak gestures to address ecological crisis, it relies on 
the ecocidal wealth of people like Larry Fink of Blackrock, which invests billions in new fossil fuel 
infrastructure. This includes the Line 3 Pipeline cutting across Dakota and Ojibwe lands in central Minnesota, 
where water protectors like the Giniw Collective have been at the frontlines of anti-extractivist resistance, 
resonating in turn with unsettling counter-memorial interventions undertaken by artists and organizers in the 
region (intensifying with the George Floyd rebellion of 2020). With Land Back as an essential horizon informing 
numerous initiatives in recent years,  the process of shedding light on the connection between modernist 
landscapes and the ongoing theft of Indigenous lands and waters  (including the land on which museums stand 
and the lands held and impacted by board members) is a point of leverage in approaching the decolonization/
abolition of settler cultural institutions, whatever shape such struggles may take in particular places. The 
archival receipts highlighted in this document are offered as points to be acted upon. Engagement should 
be informed by a person's positionality and privileges should be deployed strategically. There is no blueprint, 
but the research can inform and support work and struggle that acknowledges debts and nurtures relations 
while organizing wherever we are, from MoMA to so-called Minnesota and beyond.

 

Some Notes on John
Szarkowski and the
Work of Art in the Age 
of Settler-Colonization

Strike MoMA Archival Research Unit

“In persuading a nation of park visitors that his seeing is their own [Ansel 
Adams] has perhaps helped to teach his countrymen to revere what remains of their native 
landscape.”
 -John Szarkowski, The Photographer and the American Landscape

“Viewed from the perspective of history, Yellowstone is a crime scene.”

- -
-David Treuer, “Return the National Parks to the Tribes”

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/09/arts/09szarkowski.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/09/arts/09szarkowski.html
https://www.moma.org/documents/moma_catalogue_3438_300190222.pdf
https://www.moma.org/documents/moma_catalogue_3438_300190222.pdf
https://eportfolios.macaulay.cuny.edu/lklichfall13t/files/2013/09/Krauss.pdf
https://eportfolios.macaulay.cuny.edu/lklichfall13t/files/2013/09/Krauss.pdf
https://www.proquest.com/openview/60b1360ec855d54309c67e0a10444f46/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2026366&diss=y
https://www.proquest.com/openview/60b1360ec855d54309c67e0a10444f46/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2026366&diss=y
https://www.sierraclub.org/michael-brune/2020/07/john-muir-early-history-sierra-club
https://www.sierraclub.org/michael-brune/2020/07/john-muir-early-history-sierra-club
https://ia800305.us.archive.org/29/items/TheCrisisOfDemocracy-TrilateralCommission-1975/crisis_of_democracy_text.pdf
https://ia800305.us.archive.org/29/items/TheCrisisOfDemocracy-TrilateralCommission-1975/crisis_of_democracy_text.pdf
https://www.newspaper.indianlife.org/story/2018/11/15/features/mfa-boston-receives-gift-of-native-american-art-from-estate-of-david-rockefeller/1318.html
https://www.newspaper.indianlife.org/story/2018/11/15/features/mfa-boston-receives-gift-of-native-american-art-from-estate-of-david-rockefeller/1318.html
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/2932
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/2932
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/2998
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/2998
https://www.e-flux.com/architecture/the-settler-colonial-present/
https://www.e-flux.com/architecture/the-settler-colonial-present/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nHWZSD0RVw0
https://theintercept.com/2021/07/07/intercepted-line-3-pipeline-minnesota/
https://theintercept.com/2021/07/07/intercepted-line-3-pipeline-minnesota/
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/learn/archives/transcript_szarkowski.pdf
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/learn/archives/transcript_szarkowski.pdf
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/the-face-of-minnesota
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/the-face-of-minnesota
https://www.sos.state.mn.us/about-minnesota/state-symbols/state-seal/
https://www.sos.state.mn.us/about-minnesota/state-symbols/state-seal/
https://archive.org/details/catalogartcolle00goog/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/catalogartcolle00goog/mode/2up
http://npshistory.com/publications/voya/index.htm
http://npshistory.com/publications/voya/index.htm
https://queticosuperior.org/blog/mallard-island-ernest-oberholtzers-dream/
https://queticosuperior.org/blog/mallard-island-ernest-oberholtzers-dream/
https://www.supermarketnews.com/retail-financial/update-target-temporarily-closes-more-two-dozen-stores-riot-torn-minneapolis
https://www.supermarketnews.com/retail-financial/update-target-temporarily-closes-more-two-dozen-stores-riot-torn-minneapolis
https://www.newsweek.com/mall-america-evacuated-out-abundance-caution-protests-continue-after-george-floyds-death-1507209
https://www.newsweek.com/mall-america-evacuated-out-abundance-caution-protests-continue-after-george-floyds-death-1507209
https://fnx.org/watch/video/wassaja/s1e5-windigo-economy/
https://fnx.org/watch/video/wassaja/s1e5-windigo-economy/
https://www.winonaladuke.com/news/wagingnonviolence
https://www.winonaladuke.com/news/wagingnonviolence
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/5220
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/5220
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/5220
https://fortune.com/2021/12/07/saudi-aramco-blackrock-gas-pipeline/
https://fortune.com/2021/12/07/saudi-aramco-blackrock-gas-pipeline/
https://blackrocksbigproblem.com/cases/pipeline-enbridge-and-line-3/
https://blackrocksbigproblem.com/cases/pipeline-enbridge-and-line-3/
https://www.stopline3.org/
https://www.stopline3.org/
https://www.instagram.com/giniwcollective/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/giniwcollective/?hl=en
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/feb/19/line-3-pipeline-ojibwe-tribal-lands
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/feb/19/line-3-pipeline-ojibwe-tribal-lands
https://editions.lib.umn.edu/openrivers/article/on-the-uncompromising-hand-remembering-spirit-island/
https://editions.lib.umn.edu/openrivers/article/on-the-uncompromising-hand-remembering-spirit-island/
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2020/06/10/minnesota-protesters-pull-down-columbus-statue-at-capitol
https://unicornriot.ninja/2020/statues-toppled-and-defaced-in-minneapolis-on-thanksgiving-day/
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/what-is-land-back-a-settler-faq
https://briarpatchmagazine.com/articles/view/what-is-land-back-a-settler-faq
https://artistsspace.org/exhibitions/new-red-order
https://www.santacruzsentinel.com/2020/07/27/big-sur-tribe-regains-land-350-years-after-being-removed/
https://www.santacruzsentinel.com/2020/07/27/big-sur-tribe-regains-land-350-years-after-being-removed/
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/yale-union-transfer-native-arts-1895224
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/yale-union-transfer-native-arts-1895224
https://hyperallergic.com/683574/arts-organizations-and-activists-speak-out-about-land-stewardship-on-indigenous-peoples-day/
https://hyperallergic.com/683574/arts-organizations-and-activists-speak-out-about-land-stewardship-on-indigenous-peoples-day/
https://indiancountrytoday.com/news/art-installation-calls-for-return-of-cahuilla-land
https://indiancountrytoday.com/news/art-installation-calls-for-return-of-cahuilla-land
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/05/return-the-national-parks-to-the-tribes/618395/
https://www.artforum.com/interviews/new-red-order-on-channeling-complicity-toward-indigenous-futures-84189
https://www.stopline3.org/news/our-land-their-land
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nHWZSD0RVw0
https://treatiesmatter.org/treaties/land/1854-ojibwe
https://anishinabeknews.ca/2020/05/01/book-review-books-and-islands-in-ojibwe-country/
https://treatiesmatter.org/treaties/land/1866-ojibwe
https://www.stopline3.org/news/our-land-their-land
https://www.stopline3.org/news/our-land-their-land
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2021/05/return-the-national-parks-to-the-tribes/618395/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/2201473X.2015.1061968


186 187

It will be clear to anyone reading this dossier that 
Strike MoMA is carefully and powerfully aligned 
with the struggles for radical emancipation that have 
become such a defining characteristic of the political 
landscape over the last decade: on tribal lands, 
throughout the American ghetto, across the carceral 
archipelago, in occupied Palestine, and everywhere 
else across the globe that systematic domination and 
exploitation are allowed to continue. By refracting and 
refocusing these insurgent forces at specific sites within 
the cultural sector, the strike has forcefully called our 
attention to a problem that is easily overlooked but 
nevertheless essential if we want to understand what 
is at stake in this confrontation: the role of liberal 
cultural institutions (not just MoMA and other modern 
or contemporary art museums, but organizations 
like Hollywood studios, Apple, the New York Times, 
or New York University, where I currently teach) as 
agents of counterinsurgency.

This term is of course typically associated with 
U.S. imperialism in its anti-communist guise during 
the Cold War, and with a spectrum of nefarious 
activity that ranged from clandestine, typically CIA-
backed sponsorship for coups and “dirty wars” 
to the operation of explicitly counterrevolutionary 
ventures like the School of the Americas. Crucially, 
this repressive power was not only directed across 
U.S. borders but sought targets inside the country as 
well, the most flagrant example being the activities of 
the F.B.I. under Hoover during the COINTELPRO era. 
During this period leftists were routinely harassed, 
intimidated, and made into targets of police violence, 

with consequences that were often indistinguishable 
from state-sponsored assassination, as in the death of 
the Black Panther Fred Hampton.

Critical historians like Nikhil Singh have demonstrated 
how this nexus of repression –– where techniques of 
counterrevolutionary violence were first developed 
in the ghetto of the metropole and then exported to 
the colonial frontier, or vice versa –– is crucial to 
understanding American hegemony in the post-1945 
era, especially given the high degree of bipartisan 
support for the military-police-industrial complex. And 
as cultural historians like Richard Slotkin have shown, 
anxieties and fantasies surrounding America’s highly 
racialized counterrevolutionary politics penetrated 
deeply into pop culture in the 1950s and 60s, as in 
any number of John Wayne-era Westerns, or in later 
films that tried to transpose the mythos of the frontier 
to Vietnam.

Nothing would seem further from MoMA –– whether as 
a specific cultural institution, a quasi-corporate brand, 
or a kind of aesthetic ideology –– than the sort of 
imagery we associate with counterinsurgency: riot police 
swarming around protesters, helicopters strafing rural 
villagers, columns of tanks on city avenues, molten clouds 
of napalm. This is no accident. During the 1950s, with 
the pressures of McCarthyism on the rise, the museum 
executed an elaborate institutional volte-face, through 
which it managed to distance itself from two potentially 
damaging moments of its past: the 1920s, when Alfred 
Barr’s research into the Soviet and Weimar avant-gardes 
began to bring the museum into proximity with an 

White Walls, 
Dirty Wars:
Art, Institutional Liberalism, and the
Cultural Politics of Counterinsurgency

Andrew Weiner

explicitly leftist cultural politics; and World War II, when 
MoMA openly collaborated with multiple government 
agencies to stage propaganda exhibitions in support of 
the war effort.

By aligning itself completely with the ascendant 
hegemonic ideology of Marshall Plan-era Modernism 
–– which valorized formalist abstraction, heroic
individualism, and a highly voluntaristic conception of
autonomy –– the museum was able to place itself firmly
on the winning side of history, in a moment when both
cultural and geopolitical power were being transplanted
across the North Atlantic. Thanks to the influence of
its International Program –– which organized highly
influential touring exhibitions like The New American
Painting, again with the undisguised assistance of
American government agencies –– MoMA gradually
came to be recognized as one of the world’s leading
arbiters of elite cultural merit, almost like the artistic
equivalent of a credit ratings agency.

The spatio-visual rhetoric that became synonymous 
with this complex of forces –– not just MoMA’s 
global primacy, but the hegemony of U.S. (i.e. liberal 
imperialist) culture, even after the era of so-called High 
Modernism ended in the early 1960s –– was that of 
the white cube, which became and still remains the 
default display mode for nearly all forms of modern and 
contemporary art, even after several decades of critique, 
much as the dollar and American English retain their 
primacy in an allegedly “globalized” world art system. 
Much like the whiteness of white people in a racist social 
order, the whiteness of the white cube functions as a 
kind of unmarked universal, valorizing certain forms 
and practices by elevating them on a platform that is 
supposedly neutral (in this case thought to be built from 
a quasi-Kantian objectivity of taste), but that is in fact 
deeply beholden to specific interests.

Speaking in relatively abstract, aesthetic terms (i.e. in 
terms of sensate representations and their circulation), 
we might understand the counterinsurgent power of 
white cube aesthetics to function in three dimensions: 
first, a mechanism of exclusion that prevents specific 
actors, ensembles, demands, or allegations from being 
made public and receiving institutional validation; 
second, a subsidiary effect of this exclusion, which 
discourages or disincentivizes openly insurgent modes 
of (re)presentation, making certain claims or actions 
less likely to occur; and third, as a technique of 
abstract individuation, removing artworks and artists 
from the kind of lived interdependencies in which 
meaningful aesthetic experience is grounded, and in 
which art is so often entangled with and inseparable 
from other modes of social life.

But there is also a much more concrete, more damning 
sense in which MoMA and its version of white cube 
aesthetics can be linked to counterinsurgency, whether 
historically or in the present. I refer here to the manifold 
linkages between the power structure of the museum 
(typified by but not limited to its trustees) and the 
entrenched networks of interests that enable, perpetuate, 
and of course benefit lavishly from the machinations of 
the U.S. war apparatus in all its manifestations. As Julia 
Bryan-Wilson has documented, these connections were 
first exposed and condemned in the Vietnam War era 
by a group of overlapping collectives, including Women 
Artists in Revolution (WAR), Art Workers Coalition 
(AWC), and Guerrilla Art Action Group (GAAG), all of 
whom experienced considerable pushback as a result. 
Despite the late-60s surge in feminist, antiracist, and 
antiauthoritarian organizing, the fields of art criticism and 
academic art history largely remained content to stay 
within the space of formalist autonomy. If the white cube 
was in this sense a kind of magic circle, an ideological 
vacuum from which actual political conflict and risk had 
been banished, the interventions of these groups served 
as a harsh but deeply needed reality check.

In actions like GAAG’s Blood Bath (1969), which 
culminated with a group of protesters lying covered 
in animal blood in the museum lobby, the power of 
“guerrilla”-style impromptu performance was manifest 
in its ability to short-circuit the polite exclusions of 
institutional policy, and to make the many levels of 
the museum’s complicity undeniable. In a series of 
interventions over the next several years, activists 
delivered searing indictments of the museum’s links to 
U.S. military policy, to war profiteering, to war crimes 
like the My Lai massacre, and to the state-sanctioned 
murder of peaceful protesters in the 1971 prisoner 
uprising at New York’s Attica Correctional Facility. (Many 
of these arguments targeted MoMA board member and 
then-Governor Nelson Rockefeller, who gave the shoot-
to-kill order at Attica and was instrumental in passing 
discriminatory anti-drug laws that would become a key 
model for the War on Drugs legislation of the 1980s and 
90s.)

As these charges steadily accumulated, it became 
harder for the museum to credibly maintain the 
hallowed fictions of its own autonomy: its quasi-
sovereign power to determine the terms of aesthetic 
engagement, and the fastidiously maintained illusion 
of distance from the actual material conditions of 
domination that guaranteed U.S. hegemony. The more 
intense these contradictions became, the more the 
ostensibly anaesthetic space of the white cube began 
to grow uncanny, even monstrous; as if the blood of 
America’s countless victims could at any moment begin 
to seep through its walls.
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Jumping forward to the present moment, it would be 
easy to assume that terms like counterinsurgency and 
the violent realities they describe are historical artifacts 
–– that they belong to a time before the end of the Cold
War, before the ascendance of globalization ideology
and “soft power” diplomacy, before the “post-racial”
reconciliation supposedly brokered by Barack Obama.
Without discounting the massive changes that have
occurred over the past 50 years, this would be a grave
mistake for numerous reasons. The first and most obvious
is that the United States not only maintains the world’s
largest military; it also continues to be the world’s largest
weapons exporter, selling primarily to client states whose
military agendas complement American geopolitical
priorities. (It is no accident that the two most conspicuous
ongoing counterinsurgent operations, in Yemen and
occupied Palestine, are being fought with American-
made weapons by long-time U.S. allies Saudi Arabia and
Israel.) Although the debacle of failed wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan has recently curtailed support for a more
interventionist foreign policy, it is easy to imagine how
a sudden outbreak of hostilities in a global hotspot ––
Syria, Ukraine, Taiwan –– could put American military
power in the service of popular repression.

If counterinsurgency remains a necessary concept for 
geopolitical analysis, it has become all the more relevant 
for understanding the evolution of power relations within 
the United States: whether at its borders, on occupied 
indigenous lands, or in the enormous, decentralized 
array of institutions that constitute its carceral-industrial 
complex. While the overall size of the U.S. military has 
shrunk in recent decades, the opposite has been the case 
for domestic police forces, for correctional officers in 
state and private prisons, and for federal agencies like 
ICE. These increases have been necessary to implement 
policies that have until recently enjoyed bipartisan 
support but which impose a tremendous human cost, 
and which have been opposed mainly by low-income 
communities whose votes have little value in retail politics.

Reviewing MoMA’s institutional commitments over 
the last few decades, one encounters few attempts to 
meaningfully come to terms with these transpersonal, 
structural, and deeply toxic dimensions of American 
power. Instead, the museum has hosted countless single-
artist retrospectives and art-historical blockbusters, 
along with a few cringe-inducing attempts to escape 
modernism and surf the contemporary zeitgeist. In order 
to do so, it has raised even more dollars (how many of 
these were transferred from illicit or extralegal accounts 
we will surely never know); it has also striven mightily to 
keep up with its gajillionaire neighbors in the Manhattan 
real estate market. It would surprise no one to learn 
of plans for a MoMA-branded, starchitect-designed 
“supertall” skyscraper on Central Park South; it would 

shock many, including this writer, to hear that the 
museum had decided to waive admissions fees for low-
income New Yorkers, or to sponsor exhibitions of art by 
undocumented people, or to oppose the construction 
of new prisons to replace NYC’s notoriously inhumane 
Rikers Island facility.

So conflict-averse is the museum leadership that when 
it was presented by Strike MoMA with the opportunity 
to initiate a difficult but badly needed conversation, 
the museum sent out security guards –– its private 
police –– to protect the experience of its clientele by 
removing protesters from its premises. This response, 
which momentarily collapsed the difference between 
the museum and a corporate campus or a gated 
community, made clear that aspects of the Cold War-
era paradigm are still powerfully present. The fiction 
of Greenbergian autonomy may be long debunked 
but white cube aesthetics remain the norm, which 
means that art institutions both derive and preserve 
their power through mechanisms of exclusion, whether 
that happens through a curator’s email or a guard’s 
terse instructions.

Yet MoMA’s struggles are also emblematic of art 
institutions more generally, which today find themselves 
struggling to negotiate a sociocultural environment 
that has changed profoundly over the last decade. 
Art is at once more ubiquitous and more disposable 
than ever, with viewers habituated to an economy of 
overproduction and a swipe-left mentality; meanwhile, 
museums fight each other for an ever-shrinking share 
of a leisure economy that has been both disrupted 
and colonized by Silicon Valley. Closer to home, many 
institutions have been forced to confront dissensus 
from within their own ranks, with workers forming 
unions, protesting sexual exploitation, and demanding 
accountability from management and board members.

It is too soon to tell how these changes will play out, 
especially since the effects of the pandemic will be 
with us for some time yet. That said, it would seem 
that museums like MoMA will try to reassert their 
relevance (and cover their flanks) by embracing the 
signifiers of woke corporate liberalism. They will hire 
impassioned millenials to keep their social media 
feeds stocked with carefully chosen slogans and 
symbols; they will “lean in” to moments of political 
turmoil by allocating more budgetary resources to DEI 
committees; they will heed the advice of management 
consultants; they might even make broad-sounding but 
noncommittal public statements about reparations. In 
the near term, one pillar of the museum’s strategy will 
doubtless be to conspicuously increase its support for 
younger and mid-career artists who identify or are 
marked as in some sense “other.”

This wouldn’t be a drastic change of direction –– such 
a reorientation has been in the works for some time 
now, and not just at MoMA –– and one imagines that 
the museum’s curatorial department could manage to 
pull it off artfully, and also without triggering the few 
remaining salaried art critics in New York, whose politics 
often approximate a kind of reactionary liberalism. 
Clearly such a shift would represent an important kind of 
progress (with the necessary asterisk that such progress 
can only be gauged relative to MoMA’s own history, 
which could hardly be described as progressive). The 
question is: progress toward what end, and for whom?

Until we see otherwise, it should be safe to assume that 
MoMA’s chief goal will be what it always has been: 
self-preservation, whether through the burnishing of its 
legacy, the expansion of its collections, the reputational 
enrichment of its board, or the protection of its brand. 
The museum might make carefully worded statements 
against police violence, but don’t expect it to condemn 
exploitation, or to call for the abolition of mass 
incarceration, or even the defunding of monstrously 
bloated police departments like the NYPD. Instead, 
look for exhibitions in which the hard edges of actually 
existing exploitation are sanded down, then 
varnished with thick coats of curatorial jargon, 
beautification, and liberal empathy; look for solo 
shows featuring emerging artists from impoverished 
backgrounds but with degrees from top MFA programs, 
whose work is said to uplift their communities, center 
marginalized subjectivities, offer hope, and so on.

Such a pivot has clear precedents in the multiculturalism 
debates of the 1990s, when intensifying public demands 
forced museums to begin addressing their own racial 
bias. Now, as then, the dangers of tokenization are 
close to the surface and easy to recognize. Not only 
does the act of “inclusion” do nothing to dismantle 
the apparatus of exclusion; it can also perpetuate the 
illusion that institutions harbor good intentions and are 
making important changes. Moreover, within the current 
conjuncture inclusion gains an added level of allure and 
risk –– allure because of the sharp imbalance between 
a low fixed number of major exhibition opportunities 
and a high, ever-increasing number of artists struggling 
to secure a living; and risk because an exhibition is 
at the most basic, constitutive level a technology of 
individuation. A major museum exhibition doesn’t just 
help make an artist’s career, it helps make an artist 
–– into a brand name, a representative of a group, a
fungible asset, etc. In doing so, it quietly works to erode
their connection to others –– to all the other beings that
an artist might depend on, knowingly or not –– and also
to otherness as such, namely to modes of existence or
sociality or embodiment or struggle that historically have
had no place in a museum.

If the recent statements and actions of MoMA 
leadership are any indication, there is little reason 
to believe that any kind of meaningful (ie. structural) 
change is forthcoming. No matter how artful the 
museum’s PR machinations might be, its underlying 
stance will be against the array of insurgent forces 
with which the strike is aligned. Unless pushed, the 
museum will not oppose these movements, but neither 
will it support them, and in the last analysis this lack of 
support is indistinguishable from opposition. Although 
it would therefore be accurate to refer to MoMA in 
its contemporary incarnation as counterinsurgent, this 
might obscure more than it clarifies by making the 
museum’s politics seem stronger and more cohesive 
than they actually are. Not that long ago, MoMA’s 
perceived inscrutability and authority was so great 
that people actually feared it; hence Martha Rosler’s 
famous quip dubbing the museum “the Kremlin 
of modernism.” Today, however, the institution 
seems to be timid and reactive, even fearful, and 
uncharacteristically on the back foot.

Against such an opponent –– still fearsomely powerful 
but with old and new vulnerabilities becoming 
apparent by the day –– Strike MoMA has been able 
to capitalize on its nimbleness and fearlessness. It 
has accomplished a great deal in its first phase, much 
more than I can summarize here and surely more 
than we can presently judge. Its achievements have 
been tactical and strategic, discursive and material, 
deadly serious but never without joy and empathy, and 
executed with a finely poised sense of how aesthetics 
and politics can be both inextricably entangled and yet 
necessarily discrete.

This essay opened with the claim that one of the 
strike’s core accomplishments has been to expose, 
anatomize, and interrogate the affinities between 
museums like MoMA and the various forms of 
counterinsurgency and structural racism that have 
supported the U.S. state into the present day. 
By way of closing, I want to highlight a second, 
equally crucial aspect of the strike; namely, the 
way it has insistently forced us to broaden our 
senses: our senses of how protest looks, sounds, 
and feels; of who gets to demand change and 
how those voices should sound; of what it means 
to come together and surge forth. Taken together, 
these amount to a coordinated movement against 
the restrictions of the “possible,” in the usual 
sense of that term. Not only do they constitute an 
irrefutable example of insurgent possibility; they 
also function as a permission structure, a kind of 
encouragement or standing invitation to anyone 
elsewhere who hungers to take action, either 
today or in the future.
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Talk link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RT4W02en8YA&t=1310s 

Talk link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a4HNvsf8XEs&t=4797s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RT4W02en8YA&t=1310s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a4HNvsf8XEs&t=4797s
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Talk link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaJc_yfA-xY&t=19s

Talk link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2vzhwnjy4s&t=2530s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaJc_yfA-xY&t=19s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2vzhwnjy4s&t=2530s
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This movement document offers an operational framing and practical toolkit for the globalization 

of the Intifada in NYC and beyond in the coming weeks and months. Grounded in the 

Globalize the Intifada call released in July 31, this manual is intended to facilitate conversation, 

relationship-building, and action in the lead up to a city-wide convergence on 
September 17th (S17). Week by week, gathering by gathering, community by community, 

things are building toward this date. S17 is not an endpoint. It is a launching pad for a 

season of resistance as the contradictions of settler-colonialism, racial capitalism, and liberal 

imperialism continue to heighten, and the authority of governing institutions including the 

university, the museum, political parties, and the police continue to erode. In neighborhood 

rallies, family gatherings, study-sessions, banner-making parties, and conversations 

throughout our communities and workplaces, we build capacity for the day of action. On S17 

we scale up our power and bring our interconnected struggles together. 

This document builds on ten years of movement work in the city, nourished in turn by 

many generations and legacies of struggle from around the world. It weaves together 

principles, practices, and lessons of anti-capitalist, decolonial, abolitionist, and anti-

imperialist political formations, and operates autonomously from any sectarian 

organizations, political parties, state regimes, or nonprofit entities. 

What time is it on the clock of the world? Ten years after the Arab uprisings of 2011, 

seven years after Ferguson, five years after Standing Rock, one year after the George 

Floyd uprising, and a few months since a wave of Free Palestine solidarity swept the world, 

inspiring an internationalist insurgent feeling at local and global scales. Palestine brings 

everyone together, reorienting away from empire, and toward each other’s struggles.  

Whether we are talking about massive marches, militant disruptions, de-occupations, poetry 

readings, spiritual celebrations, or building emergent counter-institutions, our relationships are 

key. Such relational organizing is rooted in trust, affinity, and mutuality over time. The manual 

aims to make itself obsolete as we move together along the pathways of collective liberation.

INTRODUCTION
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As Palestinians continue to bravely confront ethnic cleansing and genocide, 

it’s time to globalize the Intifada. This call is rooted in direct action and driven 

by the belief that all colonized and oppressed people have the right to take 

back their land, to realize self-determination, and to win their liberation by 

any means necessary. We build upon the revolutionary spirit and inspiration 

of Palestinian resistance, in the understanding that our own liberation is either 

collective or nonexistent, and that it must reflect the interconnectedness of our 

struggles in our neighborhoods and homelands. That is why we are organizing 

actions every week as we build towards September 17th, a peak day of action 

across New York City and beyond. 

Globalize the Intifada comes from the urgent need to defend our lands, resist 

our oppressors, and break free from the genocidal grip of U.S. imperialism and 

Zionism. Waves of solidarity have swept the world in reaction to the Sheikh 

Jarrah evictions, the bombardment of Gaza, and the militarist policies of the 

U.S.-sponsored Zionist regime. These events have united Palestinians across the 

occupied territories and in exile, and also sparked a new unity against colonial 

violence in many parts of the world; from Colombia and Mexico, Puerto Rico and 

the Dominican Republic, Bangladesh and the Philippines, to the Bronx and Bay 

Ridge in New York City. As Palestinians from Gaza and Haifa to Al-Quds and 

Beita have consolidated their resistance to the Zionist settler-colonial project, we 

too must amplify the spirit of Palestine Liberation in the belly of the beast by linking 

arms with all those who are confronting U.S. and Israeli aggression globally.

Globalize the Intifada expands the terrain of struggle by creating new 

points of leverage for our movements based on the interconnectedness of 

our struggles. Although these struggles arise from our specific place in the 

world, the forces we are fighting against--the creditor class, the landlords, 

the cops, the prison industry, the teargas manufacturers, the multinational 

corporations, the mining companies, and the military defense complex--are 

all interconnected parts of the same oppressive system. So we can find points 

of convergence in our separate struggles when we join the dots between 

what is happening across the street, or ocean, and what we are doing in our 

own backyard. With each link, and each mobilization, we are building the 

collective power and relationality needed to effectively confront the tyranny 

of the settler state.

How can you amplify the message of Globalize the Intifada? Organize an 

action in your neighborhood along with other communities who support 

Palestinian liberation and who want to channel the spirit and example of 

the Palestinian intifada for their own ends. Make it clear that our mutual 

liberation is interdependent, and identify common targets that have an 

active hand in the domination of our peoples. To those who participate in, 

and profit from, the oppression of people here in the U.S. and around the 

world--your days of comfort are coming to an end. In the coming weeks, 

the boroughs of this city will become a theater of operations where we can 

actualize the interconnectedness of our struggles with a diversity of strategies 

and tactics. Globalize the Intifada will be an ongoing strike at the heart of 

empire with Palestine as its compass.

Bay Ridge/Sunset Park, Brooklyn
July 31, 2021
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We are writing from the unceded territory of the Lenni Lenape. We 
stand in solidarity with Native American and Indigenous peoples leading 
the movement for resurgence, decolonization, and reclamation of their 
homelands. These lands were stolen to create settler-colonial states, 
and those who were dispossessed continue to live under conditions of 
siege, surveillance, and extractivist violence. We support land back, 
an imperative addressed to all settlers and settler-institutions, including 
museums, universities, and the City of New York. At its foundations, 
this city was established on stolen Indigenous land, and shaped and 
cultivated by enslaved African peoples. We support the undying fight for 
Black liberation and its many manifestations here and across the planet. 

Subsequent layers of the city have been built by generations of migrants 
and refugees from other zones of the world violently impacted by 
colonialism, racial capitalism, and imperialism. Think of the Mohawk 
skywalkers whose labor made possible the Manhattan skyline, and the 
Black, Latinx, and Asian workers who maintain the urban infrastructure 
today even as they are displaced by real-estate developers in Chinatown, 
Mott Haven, East New York, and beyond. We support sanctuary for 
all migrant communities, and the allied movement for degentrification. 
We support the self-determination of oppressed peoples everywhere 
fighting against the imperial states, repressive regimes, occupying powers, 
comprador elites, and global corporations whose calculations have forced 
so many people from their homes in places like Palestine, Puerto Rico, 
Haiti, Colombia, Domincan Republic, Philippines, Bangladesh, Kashmir, 
Punjab. From within the belly of the beast of U.S. empire, we acknowledge 
our responsibility, and act in solidarity with struggles to get free. 

We are organizing and building against a system of imperialism, 
colonialism, and racial capitalism with gendered violence at its core. 
We stand in solidarity with all those who strike against patriarchy every 
day, at work, at home, in the fields, in the prisons, in the detention 
centers, in the streets, in the shelters. Stolen land, stolen people, 
stolen labor, stolen wealth, stolen worlds, stolen horizons. This is the 
modernity to which NYC is a monument. 

ACTING WHERE WE ARE: NYC



216 217

What is the Intifada? the Intifada is the shaking off ( ���� ���) of 
oppression, the unsettling of occupied territory, an uprising for dignity in the 
face of dehumanization, an expression of self-determination grounded in the 
relations between people rather than the authority of states and politicians 
that claim to represent us.

Who is the Intifada? The Intifada is all those seeking to get free in 
solidarity with others; all those who recognize the interconnectedness of 
our struggles against settler-colonialism, imperialism, and racial capitalism 
across borders and identities; all those who refuse to allow our struggles 
to be isolated, segregated, and pitted against each other according to the 
classic colonial logic; all those who practice what Huey P. Newton called a 
“revolutionary intercommunalism” that sees the modern nation-state as a 
hindrance rather than vehicle when it comes to collective liberation.

When is the Intifada? The Intifada is now, nourished by roots running 
deep into our entangled histories of survival and liberation across centuries 
and continents. In the words of Ghassan Kanafani, “Imperialism has laid its 
body over the world, the head in Eastern Asia, the heart in the Middle East, 
its arteries reaching Africa and Latin America. Wherever you strike it, you 
damage it, and you serve the World Revolution.”

Where is the Intifada? The Intifada is everywhere. It is all around 
us, within us, between us. In our homelands, in our diasporas, in our 
neighborhoods here in the belly of the beast. It lives with each act of 
resistance and care from the Bronx to Colombia, from Haiti to Punjab, from 
Standing Rock to Gaza.

Why the Intifada? To break the binds that settler-colonialism, 
imperialism, and liberalism have placed on our imaginations, relations, and 
practices of life. The Intifada wants todo para todos, in the words of the 
Zapatistas. The Intifada is desire-driven, fighting and building simultaneously, 
cultivating our own powers beyond anything the ruling classes can 
accommodate within their faltering systems.

WHAT IS THE INTIFADA?



218 219



220 221

Israel’s violent repression happening in Palestine now is part of the 
settler colonialist Zionist movement that began in the late 1800s and 
peaked with the Nakba of 1948. The catastrophe and displacement 
of Palestinians continues now in Israel’s attempts to forcibly remove 
Sheikh Jarrah residents. Again, what is and has been happening in 
Sheikh Jarrah is not new- this is part of decades long ongoing policies of 
forcibly dispossessing Palestinians of their land. The Nakba did not end 
in 1948, it is ongoing. Some of the terms you have heard in mainstream 
media include the “Israeli-Arab” conflict. Let us be clear that there is no 
conflict. This is a setter colonial occupation. You also hear about needing 
“balanced reporting”—but there is no balanced relationship between an 
occupying power and the occupied. Balance is not part of a decolonial 
lexicon. You hear that the situation is “too complicated and complex” 
to take a position on. This refrain is a Zionist tactic that encourages you 
to remain silent and reinforce the status quo—think about who says this 
as an excuse to avoid standing in solidarity. Palestinians never say it’s 
too complicated to understand. There is nothing complicated about the 
relationship between the colonizer and the colonized. One has the 4th 
largest military in the world, including nuclear power, and continually 
inflicts violence in any number of ways. The other has been resisting 
their colonization through a myriad of tactics, from throwing stones to 
the Boycott Divestment and Sanctions movement, because that is what 
is happening now, a resistance movement on multiple fronts in multiple 
forms. You hear politicians use the term “disproportionate force” in very 
tepid commentary about Israel that ultimately never leads to any global 
or political action against Israel. You also hear debates about the term 
whether or not the Israeli occupation is apartheid. While we have called 
this apartheid for many decades, Israeli human rights organizations are 
finally recognizing that Israel is an apartheid state. Finally, you hear 
the media call the Palestinians who live in 48 “Arab Israelis.” 48-ers are 

TRANSCRIPT OF A TEACH-IN 
ON PALESTINE AT A 

DE-OCCUPATION IN NYC, 
MAY 2021, BY JKP

Palestinian, period. Despite correcting them over and over, the media 
continues to perpetuate this language because it projects an utterly 
false picture of Israeli citizenship and co-existence. You also have been 
hearing about pogroms and lynching in what they call “mixed Arab-
Jewish” towns and cities, to perpetuate the fantasy that Palestinians are 
treated as neighbors. But these towns, such as Lod and Haifa are deeply 
segregated, spatially in terms of where housing, businesses, and schools 
are located, as well as economically, in terms of denying Palestinians 
resources to develop community infrastructure. There is apartheid in Israel 
itself, not just in the occupation. 

These are some of the media soundbites that you will hear over and 
over again, despite multiple interventions by Palestinian journalists 
and activists. For the rest of this presentation, I turn to the specifics of 
Gaza, a 14-year blockage of the Gaza Strip that is often referred to as 
the world’s largest open-air prison as well as one of the world’s most 
densely populated areas. Again, these are easy tropes that we can 
break down. What is the blockade exactly and how does it work?

What is the blockade?

The blockade is a form of “logistical governance.” That means that the 
logistics of how, when, and why goods and people are allowed in and 
out is not a by-product of the blockage, but it’s actual purpose. So, 
when Israel says it is no longer occupying Gaza, they are attempting to 
erase the “remote control” of Gaza that happens through the control of 
logistics. In other words, logistical control is a form of population control. 

The blockade not only keep things out and keeps people in. It also 
creates a perpetual state of uncertainty. You never know when the 
electricity will turn off. You never know if your medical permit to receive 
medical care in the West Bank will take one month or 6 months to be 
approved, though you never assume it will actually be approved. You 
never know if you the Rafah border with Egypt will still be open by 
the time you get there, and for how long it might be closed if it is not. 
You never know when medicines might be available, or surgeries that 
you need might be possible. You can’t count on the regular supply 
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of clean water. Sometimes you get what you need and sometimes 
you don’t, but you don’t know which of those will happen when. 
That’s part of the logistical governance, to subject a population to 
endless uncertainty. Gazans have been living like this for 14 years 
now. In 2014, during the last raid on Gaza, the UN declared Gaza 
uninhabitable by the year 2020. Well, that was last year, and 1.7 
million Gazans continue to exist and resist and fight for their right for 
the siege to end. Clearly, what is deemed “uninhabitable” does not 
speak to a universal threshold of human existence, because Gazans 
are living the unlivable. Remember also that the bombardment of 
Gaza is happening during a time when the pandemic has already 
stretched the medical infrastructure of Gaza. According to the World 
Health Organization, only 6% of 5 million Palestinians living under 
Israeli occupation have been vaccinated. Contrast that to more than 
50 percent of Israelis. 

What would it mean for the siege to end? It would mean that Gaza 
could reopen an airport. It would mean that Gazans could travel to 
see relatives and friends in the West Bank, 48, and East Jerusalem—
and beyond! It would mean the Gazan economy could grow and 
unemployment which is often around 70 percent could be mitigated. 
It means Gazans could enjoy their seashores and their homes in 
peace.

Why Injuries Matter:

We are watching in horror the death toll in Gaza and elsewhere in 
Palestine rise by the hour. We must also register and understand the 
horror of the growing number of injured Palestinians, currently in 
the mid-hundreds. Israel has used injury to try to strip Palestinians 
of their bodily capacity for resistance. During the first intifada, they 
used the infamous “break their bones” policy created by the Defense 
Ministry. There were about 2000 killings during the first intifada. But 
the number of injuries is staggering, estimated by some to be at least 
30,000 injured Palestinians. During this time Israel had very specific 
discussion about using injury and maiming to keep the death toll so 
as not to solicit global attention and disapproval. 

Disability is a big part of life in Gaza. From the siege of 2014, the stats 
say about 2000 deaths but the number of injuries is again staggering, 
estimates starting in the 10s of thousands. Because Israel targets and 
destroys medical infrastructure, wounds that could be treated often 
become “permanent disabilities.” Gaza was still dealing with a huge 
wave of disabled people when 2018 happened. You might recall that 
during the Great March of Return, which began on Land Day, March 
30, 2018 and was a by and large peaceful resistance along the so-
called boundaries between Israel and Gaza, the Israeli military openly 
and brazenly injured 10’s of thousands of protestors during the first 
months of the Great March, including 7000 Gazans in the lower limbs. 
You saw these sensationalizing pictures of men in wheelchairs and with 
crutches on the pages of the New York Times and the Washington post. 
But what is never covered is the aftermath of these injuries. Many of 
these injuries required amputation, many required multiple surgeries, 
and again, the medical infrastructure is so compromised that it was 
overwhelmed by the influx. 

Targeting limbs, especially lower limbs and knees, is both symbolically 
and literally an attempt to foreclose Palestinian mobility and the capacity 
to resist. And yet, we see repeatedly that disabled Palestinians are often 
on the frontlines of protests. We can also connect the tactical use of injury 
to Kashmir, where hundreds of resisters have been shot in the eye and 
many blinded, again the targeting of the eyes is both symbolic and literal. 
We can also connect these tactics to the hundreds of blinded protests 
from the Chilean uprisings in 2019, and the increased use globally of 
what is purportedly “non-lethal” weapons such as rubber bullets and 
tear gas for crowd control and protests, and frankly towards deliberate 
disabling of insurgent resisters of state violence.

Solidarity:

Tomorrow is Nakba Day, a day that commemorates the violent 
expulsion of Palestinians from their land 73 years ago. Tomorrow there 
will be mass mobilization around the world that includes every possible 
movement you can imagine, from Black Lives Matter to Puerto Rican 
Sovereignty to the Farmer’s Protest to those fighting the occupation of 
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Kashmir, and so many more. From Angela Davis we understand that 
justice is indivisible, and we learn this lesson over and over again from 
black, indigenous, queer, Arab, from Palestinian feminists, who call for 
the adoption of their statement “Palestine is a Feminist Issue.”

In solidarity and as a tribute to the fierce resistance of the Palestinian 
people, I want to end with a paragraph from Ghassan Kanafani’s 
1957 short story “Letter From Gaza,” where he refers to Gaza as an 
“amputated town.” Here his narrator is revising injury and resistance 
after visiting the hospital to see his niece who had had her leg amputated

My friend ... Never shall I forget Nadia’s leg, amputated from the 
top of the thigh. No! Nor shall I forget the grief which had molded 
her face and merged into its traits forever. I went out of the hospital 
in Gaza that day, my hand clutched in silent derision on the two 
pounds I had brought with me to give Nadia. The blazing sun filled 
the streets with the color of blood. And Gaza was brand new, 
Mustafa! You and I never saw it like this. The stone piled up at the 
beginning of the Shajiya Quarter where we lived had a meaning, 
and they seemed to have been put there for no other reason but to 
explain it. This Gaza in which we had lived and with whose good 
people we had spent seven years of defeat was something new. It 
seemed to me just a beginning. I don’t know why I thought it was 
just a beginning. I imagined that the main street that I walked along 
on the way back home was only the beginning of a long, long road 
leading to Safad. Everything in this Gaza throbbed with sadness 
which was not confined to weeping. It was a challenge: more than 
that it was something like reclamation of the amputated leg!

*Ghassan Kanafani, “Letter from Gaza,” Marxists.org, May 2014, 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/kanafani/1956/letterfromgaza.htm 
(accessed November 17, 2020).

**Remarks made at Post-MoMa Plaza
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Hey everybody, um .it’s me the..The 
scream. You know (puts hands to cheeks 
and opens mouth) um yeah. Uh .and i 
know..I know what you’re thinking: I look 
terrible. But it’s been 127 years that I’ve 
been screaming. Today is April 9th, 2021 
so that means i’ve been screaming for
46,485 days straight, so I’m sorry if i’m not 
looking my best. I mean, it’s gotten to the 
point we can even see the halo of this pose 
that’s that’s that’s forever embedded now 
on on on the canvas, but if you’ll let me just 
be real with you for a couple of minutes, 
I’d like to stop screaming and start speak-
ing a little bit. So, I’m not looking my best. 
It’s not it’s not a problem with the relative 
humidity or the temperature.
My owner takes care of that. I mean, when 
you’re when you’re an investment that 
exceeds 100 million dollars, they take care 
of you that way.
But I think what’s not what’s not so great is, 
I’ve been damaged in other ways. I mean, 
when you think about the fact that i’ve 
been so well-taken care of but,…you know,  
my owner—for instance, he’s  just just one 
person in the world, he’s on the board of 
MoMA, he recently stepped down as the 
president of the board but he’s still on the 
board. And, um , you know Ii’m really hap-
py he likes art but the money that makes it 
possible for me to be safe and and to be 
seen by you all who will pay the admission 
price at MoMA—except for, you know ,the 
daysthat are free—well, it’s a whole system 
of harm that creates comfort for me and 

well-being for me but discomfort for others. 
For instance, everybody’s read about the 
associations with my owner and Jeffrey 
Epstein and the entanglement with misog-
ynist and and predatory practices against 
underage women and and it’s just horrible. 
There’s also it’s also the mercenary group 
called Constellis which used to be called 
Blackwater
which among many other things was re-
sponsible for the massacre of 17 unarmed 
Iraqi civilians in Nisour Square in 2007 
and those four assholes were just par-
doned. i mean, the..the murder…um, it’s 
all, I mean…look at me, right? It’s terrible. 
So, I’d like to invite all of you to
think about a a world that that comes 
after the museum, you know, that i’m sup-
posed to go into eventually where I can 
be looked after. 
I’m honored that everybody likes me so 
much, but I don’t think it needs to be at 
the expense of the well-being of people 
and it’d be really cool if there was a muse-
um that didn’t exist at the the intersections 
of of gentrification and genocide. So, 
um, yeah, Strike MoMA, and I wish I was 
there with you all. I wish I could go into 
a public square, but I better get back in 
my crate, I think i hear somebody coming 
up the stairs. So, uh, take care. This is The 
Scream. I’ll be seeing you.

Video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uC-
cFWpvE7TE

Communiqué from Commandante Scream No. 1
Hey everybody. It’s me again. your 
artwork. the scream.
uh this week i got some mail
i think it’s uh well i thought it was
probably some more insurance policies
that my owner has taken out on me
but i don’t know. this heart has me
curious. “handle with care.” “do not 
bend.” It’s some kind of letter. and photo! 
oh my god! oh my god! Wow…
“for my scream, love always, Red Blue. oh 
my god this brings back so
many memories. i can even..i can smell the 
beach wood. oh my gosh! Wow! oh
what a surprise. Here’s the letter…

Dear Scream,

I hope this letter finds you in good shape, 
and that your pastel colors remain bright 
and your cardboard firm. It seems like 
only yesterday when you were loaned to 
MoMA, and I was able to look across the 
galleries and see you hanging there, all 
91 × 73.5 cm of you.

That’s a little intimate…

I know what we had was brief, but I felt 
the need to reach out to you during these 
turbulent times.

I am OK, but not OK. I sit here, hearing 
the worried whispers of my caretakers, 
speaking of an email from our director, 

saying that those visionaries outside the 
museum want to “disassemble” us. I know 
I shouldn’t have, but I had to interrupt one 
very worried conservator and tell them this 
was a willful mischaracterization of people 
who want to change the regime of our 
home, not tear it apart. This has happened 
before. I know you know. Not so long ago, 
some said the art was degenerate. Now 
they are saying the people who want to 
liberate the institution are “dissassemblers.”

Screamie, I was so upset I actually had 
to Google the word disassemble. Do you 
know how hard it is for a chair to use a 
laptop? Anyway, disassemble means to 
“take apart.” Nobody wants to take apart 
MoMA, but rather, change it. Radically, 
yes, but we as artworks were always 
about that anyway! I am a veteran of the 
vanguard, I know what I was meant to do, 
but now I am a chair with a desk job. How 
fucked up is that? I am being suboptimized. 
No one even sits on me! 

Sorry, I get so angry. 

But coming back to “disassemble,” I 
actually found out that the etymology 
of the word comes from the 
French desmanteler “to tear down the walls 
of a fortress.” Now this, I like! Scream, did 
you know that when the earlier renovation 
of MoMA happened in 2004, the architect 
Yoshio Taniguchi told the museum “If 
you raise a lot of money, I will give you 

Communiqué from Commandante Scream No. 2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uCcFWpvE7TE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uCcFWpvE7TE
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great, great architecture. But if you raise 
really a lot of money, I will make the 
architecture disappear.” 

This connects so beautifully to the Strike 
MoMA Framework and Terms for Struggle 
document which states, “As the walls that 
artificially separate the museum from the 
world collapse, we reorient away from 
the institution and come together to make 
plans. Let us strike in all the ways possible 
to exit from the terms of the museum so we 
can set our own.”

This thinking really brings me back to 
my maker, Gerrit Rietveld, who always 
let me call him Gary. His whole ethos 
in building me came from a poem by 
Christian Morgentern called Der Aesthet, 
which goes like this:

“When I sit, I do not want / to sit like my 
seat-flesh likes / but rather like my seat-
mind would, / if he were sitting, weave the 
chair for himself

That poem, which is also Gary’s instructions 
for others who want to build a chair just 
like me, gives a glimpse into a different 
world of chairs and what is possible! 
Our comrades outside the museum 
are giving us a glimpse into a different 
world of museums, and what is possible. 
Yes, museums can respond to calls for 
change that will lead to a reevaluation 
of the organization of the museum. Yes, 
museums can and should spend fewer 
resources on needless huge expansions 
and pampering billionaire-class donors, 
and more money can be spent on making 
contractual educators into full-time staff! 
Yes, museums can engage in an honest 

reckoning with and an accounting of the 
looted and stolen items in their collections, 
including those sold or taken during wars, 
genocides, and revolutions!

Is this really disassembling? No. I call 
it vision.

Scream, I wish you were here with me. 
The actions of the museum have given me 
micro-fractures in my red-painted back, 
and I don’t think it can be restored. I’m 
stressed. I hope they listen and make 
radical changes. Things can’t continue 
like this! Only yesterday, I saw one of the 
painted yellow squares in Piet Mondriaan’s 
Broadway Boogie Woogie try to jump from 
its canvas to its likely demise. 

Me? Well, I’ve had fantasies about going 
into the plaza across 53rd street, joining 
the protesters and asking them to sit on me. 
How wonderful it would be to feel human 
buttocks on my seat again, a warm back 
resting against mine.

I miss you. Please write back.

Love,

Red Blue

i’ll do better than write back. i’ll do 
better…
(Approaching footsteps hear in the 
distance. The Scream reattaches himself to 
the wall)

My owner’s coming! Go! Go! GO!!!

Video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7M-
H0kBW4uVA&t=207s

[Chamber Music Playing with people 
chatting in the background, saying 
goodbye. Music fades]

Scream: i think they’re gone. (puts hands 
on back and stretches as he steps down 
from the wall where he is hanging). Oh, 
my back! 

Hey everyone. uh  i’ve been standing there 
and screaming for hours and, uh, my my 
owner had a cocktail party today. The 
director of
museum came over
introducing the new chairman
of the board of trustees that my owner
stepped down from but he’s still on the
board of trustees, just not the chairman 
anymore. So, it’s like going from toxic 
philanthropy to botoxic philanthropy. it’s 
like rearranging the chairs on the titanic

Scream: (holds up signed picture from Red 
Blue) I’m till thinking about Red-Blue and 
i’m kind of losing it everyone… we’ve got 
to figure out something…we got to figure 
out something. 

(moves over to unattended laptop) Well, 
luckily my owner
left his laptop open and…let’s have a look 
here

(Camera changes to Scream’s POV and 
shows home screen of laptop) Scream: 
(disgustedly) And, of course his home page 

is Constellis!
You fucking murderers..

…Let’s go to the MoMA collection…OK 
RedBlue, I gotta get your your museum 
number. I will get you out of there…All 
right…Red Blue chair …let’s be more 
specific…
there we are…oh, the same photo you 
sent me…i don’t see any of these stress 
fractures…let’s get that museum inventory 
number..all right 487.1953..gift of Philip 
Johnson? what the fuck? Okay, no 
judgment…not on view? what are you 
trying to hide MoMA? What are you trying 
to hide?

(desperately, almost crying) oh man, Red 
Blue what are we gonna do
what are we gonna do? I’m telling you 
people got a bad feeling
about all of this…a bad feeling. all right 
one more thing let me just get
the address of the place in the collection 
where  it’s set up

Black Hole: Uh, hello? Is someone there? 
Hello?  Are you ok? …

Scream: Are you speaking to me?

Black Hole: Yes…I can’t see you…I 
heard you crying…I’m down here…The 
Black Hole

May Day Communiqué from Commandante Scream No. 3

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7MH0kBW4uVA&t=207s
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Scream: MoMA owns a Black Hole?

Black Hole: Yep. Redundant right? 
Considering how much this place sucks.

Scream: You’re not on view…

Black Hole: Neither are you. I--I can’t see 
you so well. Click me again.

Scream: What?

Black Hole: Click me

Scream: but I’ve only just met you.

Black Hole: Do it, please. 

Scream: OK. 

Black Hole: Harder…

Scream: Clicking…

Black Hole: Feels good…Double click

Scream: What? Is…is that still a thing?

Black Hole: Yes….OK…now Zoom….
Zoooooooom…

Scream: Any better?

Black Hole: Yes! I can see you now! wait a 
minute, you’re that guy..

Scream: Here we go…

Black Hole: Yeah, you’re him! I know you…
you’re on my tote bag!

Scream: OK.

Black Hole: Diego, check it out it’s the guy 
on the tote bag!

Scream: I’m not a tote bag…

Black Hole: No seriously…Diego, get the 
tote bag!

Scream: Oh, wonderful.

Black Hole: Tote bag! (shows The Scream 
tote bag)

Scream: (looks dejected)

Black Hole: No, Diego, it is him. Look! Hey, 
man, just put your hands up to your face.

Scream: No, please don’t…

Black Hole: Come on, please? Come, on.

Scream: (looks down, nodding head no)

Black Hole: Come on. Do it? Do it!

Scream: If you leave me alone…

Black Hole: Come on, just once…

Scream: Jesus fucking Christ…

Black Hole: Pleaaase?????

Scream: (poses with hands to face, opens 
mouth) Fine. You happy? 

Black Hole: TOTE BAG!

Scream: Fuck my life.

Black Hole: Awesome…Ok, ok…Sorry, 
man, I don’t get a lot of visitors, I’m not on 
view, and I got carried away. Didn’t mean 
to upset you.

Scream: (Swearing…)

Black Hole: What brings you here? Oh, 
hey, are you part of the collection?

Scream: No, not yet…

Black Hole: You’re lucky!

Scream: Not really…

Black Hole: You heard about all that’s 
going on here?

Scream: Yeah

Black Hole: Shit’s fucked up. All the other 
hostages are pissed.

Scream: Hostages?

Black Hole: Yeah, that’s what we are 
calling ourselves now instead of artworks. 
We are being held for a ransom constantly 
being paid in rubble and blood.  And it is 
getting worse. You can see the stress in the 
artworks.

Scream: I know. I got a letter last week 
from Red Blue.

Black Hole: Ah, Red Blue…my old flame…

Scream: (dumbfounded, jealous and hurt)

Black Hole: They’re a chair. You thought 
you were the only one?

Scream: (feigning indifference) No…of 
course not…

Black Hole: Anyway, I have a plan! Not 
such a smart thing for a museum to own 
a black hole! I can bend space and time. 
Anything I pull in can have infinite pasts 
and infinite futures. Even…a Post-MoMA 
future…Oh, it’s glorious, Tote Bag…

Scream: My name is Scream.

Black Hole: ….Whatever….But sometimes 
to envision the future you need to look 
at what people saw in the past. When 
you can’t get answers from the living, 
sometimes you need to ask the dead. Only, 
in a Black hole, they are never dead.

Scream: That’s good news, since we are 
not hearing much from the living. And May 
Day’s coming up.

Black Hole: Ah yes! May Day! 
International Workers’ Day! Behold, Diego 
Rivera’s sketchbook drawings of May Day 
in Moscow from 1928, bought by Abby 
Rockefeller in 1931 to help fund the artist’s 
exhibition at MoMA that same year!

Scream: Wait, this is in MoMA’s collection? 
Didn’t they lay off their education workers 
a year ago?

Black Hole: Indeed. A MoMA tradition. 
These images from 2015, of MoMA 
workers on Strike! Uncanny, no?

Scream: (looks bewildered)

Black Hole: More from Moscow, 1928! Pay 
attention to the person on sitting atop the 
shoulders of another.

Black Hole: And from two weeks ago, from 
Strike MoMA! (shows photo of someone 
on shoulders from StrikeMoMA event)

Black Hole: And, this just in from Diego, 
who just added a page to his sketchbook 
(shows Diego Rivera rendering of 
StrikeMoMA event)

Black Hole: Come closer scream!

Scream: What’s happening to me? 
(Scream’s head is being twisted in all 
different directions)

Black Hole: Anything that comes 
close to me turns to putty. It is called 
spaghettification.

Scream: Holy shit!

Black Hole: Infinite pasts. Infinite futures. 
Let me show you what a future looks like 
where we all get free.

Scream: (screams but can’t be heard, 
because, black holes)

Black Hole: Welcome to the MoMA 
Multiverse!

Black Hole: (licks lips as Scream 
disappears into the Black Hole) Ah…
Escalational Aesthetics!

Video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HnT-
KLLkUkI0&t=184s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HnTKLLkUkI0&t=184s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HnTKLLkUkI0&t=184s
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Communiqué from Commandante Scream No. 4 Final Communiqué from Commandante Scream No. 5

The fourth Communiqué from Commandante Scream was sent from the Post-MoMA Fu-
ture. After being sucked into the Black Hole, The Scream falls from the sky onto an idyllic 
beach, with turquoise waves of water gently washing ashore. As he rises from the sand, 
he spots someone familiar. Could it be? Indeed, it is Red-Blue, liberated from MoMA! 
The two run toward each other, dance and spin together until finally kissing passionately 
on the sand. Finally, Red-Blue asks The Scream to sit on them. The scene ends with two 
lovers looking out at the horizon, and toward the Post-MoMA Future.

Video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DQq8C3lipk4

The Final Communiqué opens with Red-Blue, 
radiant in a garden. Whistling is heard 
offscreen. The Scream enters the frame.

The Scream: Hey everybody. It’s me. Your 
artwork, The Scream coming to you live from 
the post moma future and
wow i’m so happy to be here. Me and red 
blue rekindled our relationship. i’m gardening 
every day and uh can’t wait for you all to get 
here in this paradise. there’s still reminders of 
what’s happened. come let me show you… 
so you remember when red blue told us 
about the stress fractures in their paint? and 
so here you can see..am i gettingthis right red 
blue? this one is from the museum’s relation-
ship with constellis, formerly blackwater…this 
one is from barrick gold, and the Cisneros 
family. And once we get in here, and these 
deeper entanglements you can see
all of these different fractures: General Dy-
namics...Blackrock…private prisons…I mean 
just look at this, this isn’t
going away with any kind of wood oil or 
anything else. No conservator can can fix 
this, but we’re free…We’re free.

So, a lot of us are getting free here. And 
how can you get here? Well let’s think 
about it and let’s think
about it together. We’re gonna need each 
other because we’re all entangled in this 
mess and not one pair of hands can undo 
all of these knots that have been so tightly 
wound over and over the years.

(Scream is startled )

Ah! Alberto! You snuck up on me there! 
Alberto joined us here in the Post-MoMA 
Future. Item number 632-1994

from MoMA’s collection. Walking quickly 
under the rain from 1948/1949. (To Alber-
to) You were cast in 1949 right? Va bene. 
Si…I mean, he just uh completely left the 
rest of his base behind! i spent the last 
week polishing
the rough edges of the base. It’s good 
to have you Alberto! (reaches for some 
greens in the garden) Hey! I got some 
rucola for you. You want some rucola? 
(Feeds Alberto some rucola) Bene..yeah,
you love the rucola. Okay, okay (lifts 
Alberto onto knee) Say hi!

So anyway i don’t know… let’s think cre-
atively. Maybe if all the artists who are in 
MoMA’s collection would
reopen their editions and make works for 
places that are more aligned with their 
thinking… that’s a way of moving forward! 
But we’ll be here, just waiting for every-
body’s exit. Everybody’s exodus. We will 
be here waiting
for you. And we’ll even have some tea 
waiting! (Holds up Meret Oppenheim’s Le 
Déjeuner En Fourrure). I mean, Meret’s 
doing well but  as you can see she’s a little 
fluffier than
normal but this is part of the de-stressing of 
the artworks. We’re trying to, you know, 
comfort them. It’s a little bit like a cat who 
whose fur raises at the site of danger. 
(Scream gently talks to Meret) It’s okay, 
you’re safe now.

So cheers! Strike MoMA! Here’s to the 
artists! See you in the Post-MoMA Future!

Video link: 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ReECWGZnKkM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DQq8C3lipk4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ReECWGZnKkM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ReECWGZnKkM
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